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Higher education research from the international students’ perspective is an 
exciting field, as it allows the researcher to work with different cultures on the field 
and conceptualize how they see their international journey. At the same time, the 
researcher also has the opportunity to offer practical guidance for higher education 
institutions to improve the overall study abroad experience and reach higher levels 
of program satisfaction.  
 
The concept of international education exists since the medieval ages however the 
domain received a real scientific attention only from the second half of the 20th 
century (Hughes, 1988). Between 1950 and 1980 the number of international 
students doubled in each decade (Kemp, 1990) which served as a basis for higher 
education institutions and governments alike to establish the international education 
we know today. The higher education industry is constantly growing and it is 
strongly intertwined with the processes connected to globalization (O’Neil & 
Palmer, 2004).  
Higher education institutions are expected to provide high quality education for 
students as part of their traditional social role. Nevertheless, at the same time these 
institutions are also obliged to increase their revenues, along with taking care of 
financial performance indicators such as market share, productivity, return on 
investment (LeBlanc & Nha, 1997) and they must be able to methodically 
encourage student enrolment and retain students (Arrivabene et al, 2019). Such an 
effort requires a well-established strategy to manage the relationship between 
students and the institution through enhancing the level of service quality, 
satisfaction and loyalty of current and prospective students simultaneously 
(Asaduzzaman et al, 2013).  
Institutions nowadays face many challenges, since operating in a multicultural 
environment makes standardization efforts more difficult (Dawson & Conti-
Bekkers, 2002). Additional attention may be required to deal with students with 
different learning styles, expectations and previous life experiences based on their 
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cultural background. At the same time, students have the opportunity to choose 
from over 30,000 universities across the world (Webomatrics, 2020), so institutions 
must find a way to stay ahead of their local and global competitors when it comes 
to attracting, recruiting or retaining international students.  
Satisfied students will be more loyal, they will spread positive word of mouth which 
essentially serves as a free advertisement, ultimately decreasing the cost of student 
recruitment. Reaching that level of customer satisfaction and loyalty is a major goal 
for institutions as it provides the required edge in the fierce competition for students 
(Russell, 2005; Arambewela & Hall, 2009).  
 
1.1.Topic outline and research relevance 
 
The sheer growth in the number of international students makes the research field 
very attractive, as such growth often comes with new challenges and dimensions 
that are yet to be discovered. The number of international students enrolled globally 
have surpassed 4.5 million by 2015 (OECD, 2017) and went above 5.5 million in 
2018 (UNESCO 2020). The role of international academic mobility programs is 
also increasing: on one hand, it supports the internationalization of the learning 
environment and on the other hand, it develops the cultural competence of students 
who participate in study abroad programs (Leutwyler & Meierhans, 2013).  
The importance of service quality and student satisfaction in the higher education 
industry has been acknowledged by the scientific community, as there has been a 
surge of studies about academic service quality and satisfaction in the past two 
decades. While generic service quality scales (Parasuraman et al, 1988; Cronin and 
Taylor, 1992) were considered to be one size fits all type of measures across 
industries, more recent studies (Firdaus, 2006b; Brochado, 2009; Faizan et al, 2016) 
are using higher education industry specific service quality scales and other 
constructs such as loyalty and image to better explain the academic experience of 
international students. 
Nevertheless, in case higher education institutions measure only academics related 
service quality, satisfaction and loyalty, they are missing out on a great deal of 
useful information. Institutions could increase their competitive advantage by 
understanding the diverse challenges and personal struggles international students 
3 
are facing during their study abroad program, which all together may impact their 
perception of service quality and satisfaction level. 
Studies in the extant literature currently are not focusing on the search for a holistic 
view to describe the study abroad experience of international students, instead 
researchers rather look at a smaller set of constructs. An array of research is 
available on perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty of the students 
(Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019) to understand the factors related directly to 
the institution, and recently researchers also investigate the motivations for studying 
abroad, personality traits and the level of satisfaction (Mazzarol & Soutar, 1998; 
Yang et al, 2017) to gather insights on personal factors. In psychological research 
areas examples could be found when the cultural elements were examined, for 
instance the experienced culture shock (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994; Mumford, 1998) 
and the level of acculturation (Zhou et al, 2008) or sociocultural adaptation of 
international students, which is used to measure the behavioural outcome of 
acculturation (Wilson, 2013) in the dissertation.  
Institutions could tap into an additional competitive advantage by measuring the 
study abroad experience beyond the academic experience of international students 
(Borzooei & Asgari, 2014), and such a holistic approach could include the social, 
cultural, physical and spiritual experiences as well. However, as mentioned earlier, 
higher education institutions often lack vision on the overall international student 
experience and the underlying reasons for satisfaction and loyalty, which are key 
for them to attract and recruit international students.  
The current research aims to fill this gap by providing a holistic framework to 
investigate the study abroad program satisfaction by describing the connection 
between factors associated with the host country culture, host institution, personal 
characteristics and motivations of international students. By gaining a better 
understanding of the intertwined nature of the above constructs rooted in marketing 
and psychology can ultimately support the academic, professional and personal 
development of international students while giving a tool for higher education 





1.2.Aim of the research and research questions 
 
The aim of the dissertation is to explore and analyse the influence of international 
students’ motivation for studying abroad on their satisfaction and loyalty towards 
their host institution, and also to examine the mediating role of acculturation in the 
host country culture and the perceived quality of services provided by the host 
institution. Following a holistic approach to describe the international student 
experience, the secondary aim of the dissertation is to test the effect of a wide range 
of control variables related to the experienced culture shock, student characteristics 
and personality types of international students.  
The aim of the empirical research is to connect the above constructs of different 
research fields, expanding current theories on the topic. The proposed holistic study 
abroad program satisfaction framework aims to connect the motivational and 
cultural elements with marketing constructs such as perceived service quality, 
satisfaction and loyalty in the field of international higher education. 
The main research question of the dissertation is the following: 
 
What are the most important host country culture, host institution service and 
individual level influencing factors when measuring the relationship between 
self-determined motivations for studying abroad, satisfaction and the loyalty of 
international students? 
 
The identified sub questions of the main research question: 
1. What are the most important motivations for studying abroad and is there a 
direct connection to satisfaction? Does satisfaction have an impact on the 
loyalty of international students? 
2. Does the level of acculturation mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? Does the level 
of acculturation also mediate the relationship between self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad and the perceived service quality? 
3. What are the most important culture shock factors for international students 
and does culture shock impact the acculturation? 
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4. Does perceived service quality mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? 
5. Do demographics, personal characteristics and personality traits of 
international students have an impact on satisfaction? 
 
1.3.Theoretical and practical contributions 
 
As the demand for international education exponentially grew in the early 2000’s, 
researchers started to test the marketing and psychology constructs in the 
international higher education setting as well. Service quality, satisfaction and 
loyalty have been well-researched across multiple industries, providing a good base 
for further research in the higher education industry. At the same time, an array of 
theoretical frameworks appeared that aimed to explain the cultural aspects of 
international education, making improvements to the definition of constructs such 
as culture shock (Mumford, 1998; Hidasi, 2004), acculturation (Zhou et al, 2008; 
Wilson, 2013) and motivations for studying abroad (Sheldon et al, 2017; Yang et 
al, 2017). Based on the extant literature it seems that researchers understand the 
need for research beyond the academic needs of international students (Borzooei & 
Asgari, 2014) however there are not any holistic approaches that describe the study 
abroad experience of international students, including the influence of the host 
country culture, the services received from the host institution and the personal 
characteristics as well. The dissertation aims to explore these interrelationships and 
identify the most important factors that define these constructs and impact the 
satisfaction and loyalty of international students, which are the key drivers of 
student recruitment and retention.  
 
The dissertation aims to expand existing theories by finding new aspects when 
theorizing the relationship between personal, institution level and country level 
constructs and satisfaction. The predictions in the dissertation are grounded in 
existing models, which are also confirmed by the primary qualitative research. 
The expected theoretical contribution of the research is that it will expand the 
current theories developed in the fields of marketing and psychology, filling the 
gaps by connecting the study abroad motivations, culture shock, acculturation, 
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perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty constructs. This can eventually 
lead to developing a holistic view on the study abroad experience and program 
satisfaction of international students. At the same time the dissertation provides a 
theoretical synthesis of the culture shock, acculturation and service quality 
constructs in the context of international higher education. Additionally, as most 
studies related to international higher education focus on top study abroad 
destinations (for instance the US, UK, Australia or China), the current research also 
offers the opportunity to test the validated scales (found in the extant literature) in 
a Central-European setting.  
The practical implications of the dissertation offer higher education institutions the 
insight to build a more successful study abroad experience for international 
students. With a solid understanding of the motivations for studying abroad, the 
shocking cultural elements and acculturation, and the service quality perceptions of 
international students, institutions can customize their programs and marketing 
activities to maximize international student satisfaction and loyalty. The results of 
the dissertation can be used as a guide by higher education institution (HEI) staff 
and external advisors to support the personal, professional and cultural development 
of their international student community. The measurement instrument could be 
later on used as is or can be adapted by HEIs to different cultural environments as 
well. Ultimately the application of the results and measurement scales of this 
dissertation could lead to an increased amount of loyal international students, who 
will spread positive word-of-mouth (WOM) or return to enrol for a different study 
program offered by the same HEI.  
 
1.4.Structure of the dissertation 
 
The research topic revolves around six key constructs: self-determined motivations 
for studying abroad, culture shock, acculturation, perceived service quality 
satisfaction and loyalty. The first section is the introduction of the topic, followed 
by the literature review related to the above-mentioned constructs. In the third 
section the empirical research plan, methods and research results are discussed, and 
the final conclusions can be found in section four. At the end of the dissertation, in 
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section five and six, the references and supporting materials, such as interview 
threads and questionnaires are shown. 
 
In the introduction (1) the relevance of the topic is demonstrated, along with the 
research aim and research questions, followed by the expected theoretical and 
practical contributions of the dissertation. 
 
The literature review (2) encompasses multiple constructs that were deemed 
important to develop a holistic theoretical framework to assess the study abroad 
program satisfaction and overall experience of international students. Firstly, the 
higher education industry is introduced to better understand the roles of HEIs and 
students, along with the main drivers of the industry and the offered international 
programs. Secondly, the motivations for studying abroad and the related 
measurement scales are described, which is followed by the review of the extant 
literature on culture shock and the acculturation process of international students. 
Next the service quality measurement models are discussed and then the customer 
satisfaction and loyalty constructs are detailed. Finally, the international student 
characteristics, including student demographics, personal student background 
characteristics and personality traits are presented, followed by a summary of the 
literature review and the proposed theoretical framework. 
 
Next, the empirical research (3) section details the research plan, comprising of 
the research strategy, research questions, research design and the timeline of the 
research. Following that, the qualitative research method, data collection and 
sample description is presented with the results at the end. After that the 
quantitative research method is discussed, starting with the formulation of the 
research hypotheses, the research model and the operationalization of the 
examined constructs. Then the research results are presented, first the 
demographics, then the PLS method and the attained results of the PLS analysis. At 
the end of this section the confirmed research model is presented through the 
hypotheses of the dissertation. 
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The conclusions (4) provide a summary of the results, the final theoretical and 
practical contributions of the attained results and discusses the limitations, 
delimitations of the dissertation, and in closing, offers future research directions. 
 
The references (5) and appendix (6) contain the analysed literature and the 





2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
2.1.The higher education industry 
 
In this section the higher education industry is introduced to gain a deeper 
understanding of the roles of HEIs as a service provider and the concept of students 
as customers. Following that the international education landscape is shown in 
figures with regards to the type of institutions and the global and Hungarian 
international student trends. Finally, the key economic drivers and benefits are 
discussed to gain a view on the internationalization efforts of HEIs.  
The government expenditure on education in terms of GDP percentage has gone up 
from 3,9% in 2000 to 4.5% by 2016 in case of top education exporters, signifying 
the importance and strength of the education industry within the service sector. The 
top three education exporters had the highest yearly average government 
expenditure (between 2000-2016: the US: 4,9%; the UK: 5,1% & Australia: 5%) in 
terms of the percentage of respective gross domestic product of each nation (The 
World Bank, 2016). 
The number of private universities is growing, adding to the pressure on public 
institutions, where the values and objectives are not necessarily aligned as clearly 
as for the market-oriented private universities (Berenman et al, 2006). Public and 
private universities are structurally different in many aspects. Public institutions are 
mostly funded by governments, while private institutions heavily rely on 
endowments and program fees paid by students, very often with negligible amount 
of government funding (Zebal et al, 2012). There could be further differences in 
institutional processes related to the enrolment, teaching, examination, marketing, 
enabling functions, resources and services (Gago, 1994). There are differences in 
the composition of the student body as well, due to the fact that many students apply 
for private education when they were not accepted to a public institution (Cabrito, 
2004). The very survival of private universities depends on the maintenance and 
year on year growth in student enrolment and student retention (Ferreira & Hill, 
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2007), however the competition for students is increasingly applicable for public 
higher education institutions as well. 
Globalization has resulted in an increased competition in all sectors, and the higher 
education industry is no exemption from this. The shrinking government funding 
drives institutions towards different financial sources and the accelerated 
development of international education resulted in an intense commercial 
competition (Firdaus, 2006a). The constantly increasing demand for higher 
education and the application of customer models in the higher education context 
pushed HEIs to direct their marketing practices towards claiming differentiated 
unique value propositions and offering more ‘value for money’ (Molesworth et al, 
2010). The main goal of HEIs, particularly the ones exporting transnational 
education, is to maintain or increase their competitive advantage through superior 
service quality and satisfaction (Hussey & Smith 2010). HEIs are more and more 
dependent on the number of international students, as they contribute to the HEI 
budget by paying full tuition fee (Hetesi & Veres, 2013). 
The financial and non-financial benefits make the international education market 
more attractive both for institutions and countries, accordingly market share has 
become a key performance measure for universities (Arambewela & Hall, 2009). 
 
2.1.1. Higher education as a service and the Student as Customer 
 
Higher education services are rarely considered to be part of the service industry, 
and little focus is given to the ways of delivering and maintaining quality (Marimon 
et al, 2019). Higher education is within the domain of services marketing, where 
the performance of services depends on the situation (Schoefer & Ennew, 2005), 
because services performed under different circumstances by different people will 
not be the same (Zeithaml & Bitner, 2000). Some argue that education shows 
distinct characteristics compared to other services (Quinn et al, 2009), however 
many researchers consider education as a marketable service as any other service 
(Vangelis & Hill, 2019).  
Based on Weaver (1976) there are four potential customers for HEI services that 
are the government, administrative staff working at the institutions, academic 
employees and consumers (students). Considering the length limitations of this 
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paper, the dissertation focuses exclusively on the student perspective. Based on the 
framework of Lovelock (1983) in case of higher education services the participation 
of the customer (student) is a crucial part when providing the service, and the goal 
of the institution should be to form long term relationships to build loyalty. Owlia 
and Aspinwall (1996) recommended a customer-oriented strategy which considers 
students as customers receiving the services. Students do active search to check 
service quality dimensions (Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004) and also tend to seek 
word-of-mouth information when choosing a university (Cuthbert, 1996). 
In the student as a customer (SAC) paradigm, students are paying for educational 
services, hence they should be considered as a consumer of the higher education 
institution, therefore a marketing exchange can happen (Hill, 1995). Supporters of 
the SAC approach claim that this way more focus could be placed on student 
learning and teaching in a comfortable environment that is in line with social norms 
(Clayson & Haley, 2005). It also advances important market-based assets such as 
customer satisfaction (Yi, 1990) and the management of the strategic relationships 
(Anderson & Narus, 1990).  
On the other hand, the SAC approach may be abused and could seem detrimental, 
as the consumerist perspective in the higher education context may make students 
feel entitled to dictate the terms of getting their degrees (Naumann et al, 2002). 
Marimon et al (2018) claims that the main goal of education is not to satisfy students 
but to provide them with the means to become professionals in their area, which is 
a different approach from the regular customer and service provider relationship.  
The currently prevailing SAC approach is widely spread by leading exporters of 
transnational education (Zajda & Rust, 2016). The policies of governments and 
higher education institutions and the contemporary quality discourse all build on 
the customer model, where HEIs are the service providers and students are the 
buyers. Accordingly, students adopted a customer-minded approach and compare 
institutions based on national and international rankings to find programs that offer 
the best value for money. The expected and perceived quality in higher education 
is mostly defined by the students’ experience which is captured and reinforced 
through satisfaction surveys and various feedback systems (Vangelis & Hill, 2019). 
In spite of criticism regarding the students’ ability to judge quality (Balloo et al, 
2017), many studies aimed for a customer model where quality assurance is driven 
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by accountability and ‘value for money’ while acknowledging students as rational 
customers (Appleton-Knapp & Krentler 2006; Douglas et al, 2015). Based on 
Vangelis & Hill (2019): 
‘This has led to an over-concentration on the use of student satisfaction surveys 
as a means to measure quality, which is primarily linked to the prevalence of 
service quality in higher education quality management’ (p.9). 
 
In more recent SAC models, we see students as significant stakeholders who are 
active, responsible and accountable participants in making the most of their 
educational experience (Clayson & Haley, 2005; Finney & Finney, 2010). 
Nowadays the SAC approach is widely accepted in the research domain of higher 
education, with the additional clause stating that students are also responsible for 
their obtained results throughout their programs (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). Also, 
even though HEIs are aiming to be responsive to student needs, Houston and Rees 
(1999) emphasized the importance of having a common understanding between the 
institution and its students regarding their mutual obligations, encompassing both 
the student requirements and the HEIs’ expectations towards students.  
 
2.1.2. International higher education 
 
International academic mobility is often referred to as cross-border education, 
transnational education or borderless education (Knight, 2018), in this dissertation 
the used term is international academic mobility, referring to the mobility of 
students, programs, projects and service providers. Altbach (2013) found that 
international academic mobility has become mission critical for HEIs. Institutions 
are launching academic programs and delivering education across the globe and are 
increasingly intertwined in a global cooperation (Knight, 2018). 
The International Institute of Education launched Project Atlas (2017) and found 
that the top ranked international student destinations are the USA, the UK, China, 
Australia, France, Canada, Russia, Germany, Japan and Spain. It is important to 
note that the fast growth in China resulted in a historical overtake, now China is the 
3rd most popular study abroad destination instead of Australia. Considering the 
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accelerating trends, China will soon be approaching onto the UK in terms of the 
yearly number of international students hosted (Figure 1.). 
 
Figure 1. Top study abroad destinations (international students per country) 
 
Source: IIE, Project Atlas (2017) 
 
The top education exporters with the most international branch campuses are the 
USA, Australia, the UK, France and Russia, while the biggest education importers 
(hosting branch campuses) are the United Arab Emirates, China, Singapore, Qatar 
and Malaysia (Garrett, 2016) – some of which are striving to become education 
hubs themselves. Educational institutions aim to differentiate their offerings 
through various marketing campaigns in order to attract students in the highly 
competitive education market. The market share of international education 
providers is heavily influenced by policy makers, for instance Australia experienced 
a significant inflow of international students after the Australian Federal 
Government passed a law which allowed the application of students from foreign 
countries (Arambewela, 2006). 
Education hubs are the third generation of international academic mobility, 
expanding the horizon using the building blocks of the first generation of student 
mobility and the second generation of program and provider mobility. There are 
developing education hubs in Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar and Botswana, however they are not yet able to compete with the 
already popular study abroad destinations such as the USA, UK, China or Australia. 
It is important to note that the top education provider countries are exporting 
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education through branch campuses, which are set up across the world (Knight, 
2018).  
 
2.1.3. Internationalization in Hungary 
As it was laid out in the previous sections, HEI competition is increasing, while in 
many countries the number of domestic students is decreasing. In the Hungarian 
higher education system, there are 64 universities offering programs at 190 faculties 
(Oktatási Hivatal, 2020). The number of enrolled students crossed 100,000 in 1990 
and reached its maximum in 2005 by having 380,632 students enrolled in HEI, and 
by 2018 it gradually dropped to 245,764 active students in Hungarian higher 
education. Considering the trends, a year on year (average 9%) growth could be 
observed between 1990 and 2005, while a continuous year on year decline (average 
3%) is apparent from 2006, as shown on Figure 2. (Oktatási Hivatal, 2020). 
 
Figure 2. Students enrolled in Hungarian HEIs 
 
Source: Oktatási Hivatal (2020) 
 
The change in the trendline could be the impact of the reorganization of the HEI 
system in Hungary. After Hungary joined the European Union in 2004 and 
subsequently adopted the Bologna Process from the fall of 2006, it triggered the 
separation of Bachelor and Master programs, resulting in a significant reduction in 
majors in Hungarian HEIs. Also, it allowed more room for academic international 
mobility programs, mainly through scholarships offered in the ERASMUS 






























































































































program or funds by the government distributed through foundations such as 
Tempus Public Foundation. 
While the overall number of HEI students enrolled in Hungary was decreasing from 
2006, the growth of the international student body has accelerated in the last few 
years. As shown on Figure 3, compared to the year-on-year average 7% growth 
between 2008 and 2018, it has reached an average 12% year-on-year growth 
between 2015 and 2018. Considering the last 10 years of the chart, the number of 
international students enrolled in Hungary doubled (Oktatási Hivatal, 2020). 
Besides ERASMUS, international programs such as The Global Alliance in 
Management Education or CEMS (formerly the Community of European 
Management Schools and International Companies) and CEEPUS (Central 
European Exchange Programme for University Studies) further increase the 
reputation of Hungarian HEIs, supporting the inflow of international students 
(Berács & Malota, 2011). 
 
Figure 3. International students enrolled in Hungarian HEIs 
 
Source: Oktatási Hivatal (2020) 
 
Naturally the decline in the overall student numbers and the increase in the number 
of international students means that the ratio of Hungarian and international 
students is changing in favour of the international students. In 2008 only 5% of the 
student body was international in Hungarian HEIs, however it gradually went up 
from year-on-year average 8% to 14% by 2018, showing the importance of 
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Alongside with the growing body of international students, the number of sender 
countries have increased as well: international students arrived from 118 countries 
in 2008, which grew to 162 nations by 2018, denoting the growing cultural 
differences as well. Considering the country of origin, 30 countries sent 80% of the 
international students, and 20 countries account for 68% of the international student 
body in 2018 in Hungarian HEI, as it can be seen on Figure 4. (Oktatási Hivatal, 
2020). 
 
Figure 4. International students in Hungarian HEIs per sender country in 
2018 
 
Source: Oktatási Hivatal (2020) 
 
Germany, China and Iran are the top 3 sender countries, responsible for almost a 
quarter of the total international student community in Hungary. As it was expected, 
among the top 10 sender countries there are neighbour countries (Serbia, Romania, 
Slovakia, Ukraine), however Nigeria and Norway may be less expected on the top 
of the list, considering that other neighbours of Hungary (Austria, Croatia and 
Slovenia) and top study abroad destinations (the UK, Australia, Canada and Japan) 
sent fewer international students to Hungary in 2018. It is important to note that 
between 2008 and 2011, in 4 consecutive years, Romania and Slovakia were the 
top sender countries. It could be assumed that the decreasing trend is connected to 


















outside the border to apply for Hungarian citizenship and apply to HEI as Hungarian 
citizens (Berács et al, 2010). 
Due to the outbreak of the pandemic Hungary shifted to a virtual educational 
environment, which was in effect in 2020 and 2021. This had an impact on 
international students in a sense that they expected face-to-face classes at some 
point of the program, whereas the online interaction appeared to be less valuable 
for them. Nevertheless, international students in Hungary appreciated the 
digitalization efforts and the high-quality preparation from the teachers, especially 
in case teachers had follow up questions with regards to the well-being of students. 
(PÁLYÁZATI PAVILON 2020). 
 
2.2.Study abroad motivations 
 
As the motivations are the beginning of the journey of international students, this 
section discusses the international students’ initial motivation definitions and 
measurement categorizations in the higher education context. 
Motivation is a complex, dynamically changing process, built on psychological 
factors such as needs, wants and goals that determine the enrolment choice of 
international students (Maringe, 2006). Motivations before the start of the study 
abroad program are assumed to remain largely consistent, as they comprise of 
deeper intrinsic motivators (Herzberg, 1987), unlike expectations which may 
change over the course of the study abroad program and are harder to recall 
(Appleton & Krentler, 2006). Students have a variety of intrinsic motivators, such 
as academic self-image, degree aspirations, personal and professional goals, desire 
for recognition and expectations for success, which contribute to the persistence of 
students (Danielson, 1998). These results are also in line with the findings of 
Herzberg (1987), namely that the real motivations come from within the person. 
Even though the HEI satisfaction surveys tend to focus on the key satisfactory and 
dissatisfactory items, the actioned items mostly only aim to reduce dissatisfaction, 
instead of focusing on both categories, of which latter comprises of the real 
motivators (Danielson, 1998). Motivations are different from the traditional 
expectation construct in a way, that motivations are deeper, internal drivers 
(Herzberg, 1987), a commitment to self-realization (Danielson, 1988) preceding the 
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setting of expectations. Accordingly, in the dissertation motivations are the starting 
point of the theoretical framework, while expectations are not measured as a 
separate concept, but captured as part of the perceived service quality.  
 
2.2.1. Push and pull factors 
McMahon (1992) was among the first researchers to examine the motivations of 
study abroad students and he found that there are global ‘push’ factors and country 
specific ‘pull’ factors that drive the host country and host institution choices of 
international students. The main stream of research accepts the push-pull dichotomy 
sequence as educational motivation categories, where push factors are internal 
drivers while pull motivators are rooted in the external environment (Ahmad & 
Buchanan, 2017; Mazzarol & Soutar, 1998). The current literature considers push 
factors to be the initial motivations that create an urge to achieve or avoid a certain 
outcome, essentially answering why students should study abroad.  
Following that, pull factors appear as secondary motivators, supporting the decision 
making by providing answers to where and how those initial motivations can be 
achieved in the best possible. Hetesi and Kéri (2019) found that one of the 
motivators for international students is to learn about the culture of the host country, 
which could be considered a push factor (an intrinsic motivation to study abroad) 
and a pull factor, defined by the targeted host country culture. Li and Bray (2007) 
reassessed the push and pull factors in a competitive environment, conceptualizing 
them as dynamically changing variables in an integrated higher education market. 
This means that the change of push or pull forces in one country affects the relative 
strength of push and pull forces in another country, for instance the increasing visa 
restrictions in the US will decrease the number of applicants, who will then search 
for another host country instead. Study abroad motivations are influenced by 
numerous ‘push and pull’ factors, appearing as a sequence (Mazzarol & Soutar, 
2002; Gáti & Malota 2017): 
• as a first step, students decide that international education is more 
favourable than domestic HEIs (push factors dominate in this decision),  
• secondly, students consider the potential host countries (the role of pull 
factors is increasing) and  
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• finally, they choose the host institution, in which stage pull motivating 
factors dominate the decision-making process.  
 
Similar to the above, Arambewela (2009) investigated the choice of host country 
and HEI, stating that:  
‘The choice of a study destination is normally considered as a two-stage process, 
where the student chooses a country first and then the educational institution, 
though the choice of a country and an educational institution can also be separate 
and independent of each other’ (p. 557) 
 
This assumes that the previously established push-pull sequence (Mazzarol & 
Soutar, 2002) may not need to follow a strict order. In order to attract international 
students, host countries and institutions are required to constantly adapt to the 
changing needs (Keller, 2017), which is particularly true in the competitive nature 
of the study abroad environment as described by Li and Bray (2007). 
As assumed in the dissertation, there is a connection between initial study abroad 
motivations and the satisfaction of international students. Joran (2011) found that 
different initial study abroad motivations lead to different satisfaction levels among 
Europeans and non-European citizens. The push and pull factors essentially shed 
light on why international students chose a certain host country or host institution 
over another. Based on this insight, HEIs are able to assess their strengths and 
weaknesses in different areas and form the most efficient marketing mix that is in 
line with their internationalization plans (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017). 
 
The push and pull factors (McMahon, 1992; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) provide a 
good overall picture of the motivations of international students through a variety 
of motivation types, however it is often difficult to decide whether the push or pull 
factors was first (or which should come first), especially when students identify 
multiple motivating factors. Also, the push and pull categorization focuses on the 
differences between the host country and host institution level motivations which 
does not necessarily predict the level of student satisfaction as an outcome. For 
instance, a push factor can be expected to result in a more positive experience, when 
a student decided to study abroad because he wanted to gain first-hand experience 
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living abroad. On the other hand, a less positive experience is expected in case the 
push factor was the lack of quality study programs in the home country, forcing the 
student to study abroad. This ultimately shifts the question towards the level of 
autonomy when making the decision to study abroad. 
 
2.2.2. Self-determined motivation (SDT) 
According to the self-determined motivation theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2017), the behaviour of individuals depends on the degree of autonomy and 
self-determination, and it predicts different functional outcomes. Yang et al 
(2017:96) described it the following way:  
‘SDT proposes that all behaviours can be located on a continuum ranging from 
feeling completely controlled and non-self-determined, to feeling fully 
autonomous and self-determining’. 
 
In case of the self-determined behaviour, individuals perceive that their actions 
were triggered by their own will (Ryan & Connell, 1989) and it feels like these 
actions are in line with their preferences, intrinsic values and interests (Sheldon et 
al, 2017). On the other end of the continuum, the controlled motivation is driven by 
external factors, where the actions of individuals are defined by forces such as 
material rewards, internal pressure or the avoidance of less favourable outcomes. 
In cultural researches it is important to note the difference between the concepts of 
autonomy and individualism. On the cultural level, individualism refers to the 
prioritization of individual goals and needs over the goals and needs of the wider 
society. On the personal level, autonomy refers to the opportunity to make self-
sufficient choices as opposed to being forced to act in a certain way (Yang et al, 
2017).  
Based on cross-cultural studies, all humans are aiming to maximize their freedom 
to take actions as they wish (Chirkov, 2007), however different cultural settings 
may impact the experience of SDT (Ginevra et al, 2015) and the need of self-
regulation (Church et al, 2013). Self-determined academic motivations (versus 
controlled motivations) lead to better academic performance and higher levels of 
satisfaction at Chinese students (Vansteenkiste et al, 2005), and cross-cultural 
researches found a positive correlation between self-determined motivation and 
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satisfaction (Chirkov et al 2003; 2005). According to SDT, individuals have three 
inherent needs to feel satisfied: autonomy, competency and relatedness – which 
refer to the freedom to act, the effectiveness of the actions and that these actions 
create meaningful connections. International students are more likely to collect 
satisfying experiences if they made a self-determined decision to study abroad, as 
in that case they are driven by interest, curiosity or self-actualization, instead of 
pursuing material rewards or being pressured by family members or the wider 
society (Yang et al, 2017). The study abroad motivation definitions are summarized 
in Table 1. 
Table 1. Study abroad motivation definitions 
Author(s) and year published Motivation type Motivation elements 
Maringe (2006) Intrinsic needs, wants and goals 
McMahon (1992) 
Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) 
Li & Bray (2007) 
Ahmad & Buchanan (2017)  
Intrinsic 
External 
global ‘push’ factors 
country specific ‘pull’ factors 
Danielson (1998) Intrinsic personal goals and aspirations 
Leutwyler & Meierhans (2013 Intrinsic 
 
personal, professional and 
culturally oriented 
Malota (2016) Intrinsic 
External 
obligatory program, possibility to 
try something new, learn about a 
new country 
Deci & Ryan (2000); Ryan & Deci 
(2017); Yang et al (2017); Sheldon 
et al (2017) 
Intrinsic 
External 
continuum ranging from self-
determined motivations to 
controlled motivations 
Source: own construction 
 
2.2.3. The motivation construct in higher education 
In the dissertation the motivation construct is an antecedent of satisfaction, 
comprising of intrinsic and external factors as well, where the level of autonomy 
predicts the satisfaction of individuals (Yang et al, 2017; Vansteenkiste et al, 2005; 
Chirkov et al 2003; 2005) as shown in Table 2. In the dissertation motivations are 
also antecedents to acculturation but that connection is presented in the relevant 
section of acculturation (Table 10). The connection between motivations and 
service quality is under researched, however the qualitative empirical research will 
aim to find more details on this connection. 
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Table 2. The motivation construct in higher education 
Author(s) and year published Relationship between 
constructs 
The role of motivations 
for studying abroad 
Yang et al (2017); Vansteenkiste 
et al (2005); Chirkov et al (2003; 
2005) 
Motivations → Satisfaction Antecedent 
Source: own construction 
 
2.2.4. Measuring study abroad motivations 
There is a wide range of reasons for international students to decide to study abroad. 
From the macro perspective Arambewela (2003) found that international students 
examine the country level socio-economic and environmental decision-making 
factors, for instance the life-style, cost of living, transportation services, racial or 
religious discrimination, visa regulations, potential to immigrate, friends and 
relatives, climate and culture in the chosen host country. At the same time students 
consider the academic aspects of their lives abroad such as course offering, program 
fee, available facilities and supporting services, intellectual atmosphere, teaching 
quality, teaching staff and methods, accreditation policies, image and prestige when 
choosing the host institution (Arambewela, 2003). The most important push factors 
include the desire to understand different societies (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001), 
relatively low tuition fee and living cost in the host country (Hung & Ho, 2000), the 
perceived quality of education and equipment, the perceived value of a foreign 
diploma on the job market, the difficulty of enrolment in domestic institutions and 
the potential to settle in the host country (Maringe, 2006).  
 
Focusing more in the development goals, based on Leutwyler and Meierhans (2013) 
international student motivations can be categorized as personal, professional and 
culturally oriented. The authors examined 260 students to explore their motivations 
to participate in a study exchange program, where students claimed to study abroad 
because they wanted to broaden their personal horizon, practice and improve 
languages, meet people from different cultures, make useful experiences for their 
future profession, invest in their personal education, get to know a foreign country, 
improve their professional prospects, experience something new, become more 
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autonomous and independent, leave home, leave the home university or go abroad 
because they know somebody in the host country. All of the listed items are push 
factors, the intrinsic and initial motivations that wake the desire in students to 
complete part (or all) of their education in a foreign country. International students 
are often driven by one or more of the above motivations, which is a necessary step 
before they start looking for the host country or host institution to study abroad. 
The country level pull factors include the country image (Alves & Raposo, 2007), 
previous knowledge about the country, good social and cultural connection between 
the home country and host country, geographical distance, alumni network, 
accreditation of previous studies (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2012). Secondly, the 
institutional image pull factors can be divided into three categories (Sung & Yan, 
2008): university personality, prestige and reputation. Mazzarol et al (1997) defined 
six factors that affect the choice of host country and host institutions as shown in 
table 2. 
Malota (2016) surveyed 1566 international students studying in Hungary about 
their motivations to select a foreign higher education institution. It was found that 
46% of the respondents mentioned the higher quality of education, 46% also desired 
to know about different cultures and 43% of them factored in a reasonable cost of 
living (the multiple-choice survey allowed the total sum to be over 100%). Further 
motivation factors on the list were mentioned by less than 25% of the respondents.  
It is clear that international students need to consider many factors when choosing 
a host country, such as the cost of living abroad, safety level, ease of getting by in 
the local language, the expected support abroad and most importantly whether they 
can realize their initial motivations in the host country. After a careful consideration 
of the country level pull motivators, international students need to think about the 
HEI, which is often associated with their global career expectations, more 
specifically, whether the host institution can prepare them (and get them in to an 
interview) with the ideal employer.  
 
Students tend to look for a better education opportunity abroad, when they feel that 
they could achieve more, or when they are not able to enrol in a domestic institution 
for any reason: for instance, their preferred subject or program is not available (or 
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of low quality), or the opposite, there is a strong competition and it is too difficult 
to get accepted in the home country. 
 
The study abroad motivations types are categorized in Table 3 based on the 
motivation sequence confirmed by Mazzarol and Soutar (2012), where the 
motivations are separated based on the intrinsic push factors and country level and 
HEI level external pull factors. 
 
Table 3. Study abroad motivation types 





Danielson (1998) Intrinsic push 
factors 
 
academic self-image, degree aspirations, goals, 
desire for recognition expectations for success 
Leutwyler & Meierhans 
(2013) 
broaden personal horizon, practice and improve 
languages, meet people from different cultures, 
make useful experiences for their future 
profession, invest in personal education, get to 
know a foreign country, improve professional 
prospects, experience something new, become 
more autonomous and independent, leave home, 
leave the home university, knew somebody in 
the host country 
Mazzarol et al (1997) the amount and availability of information, 
influencers and advisers around the student, 
financial and mental costs, physical 
environment, emotional environment, 
geographical proximity, time zone and travel 
time, social connections with relatives or friends 
who live(d) in the host country 







the difficulty of enrolment in domestic 
institutions, potential to settle in the host 
country, reputation, perceived quality of 
education, perceived value of a foreign diploma 
on the job market 
Arambewela (2003) lifestyle, cost of living, transportation services, 
racial or religious discrimination, visa 
regulations, potential to immigrate, friends and 
relatives, climate and culture 
Hung & Ho (2000) tuition fee and living costs 
Mazzarol & Soutar (2012) previous knowledge about the country, good 
social and cultural connection between the 
home country and host country, geographical 
distance 
Sung & Yan (2008) university personality, university prestige, 
university reputation 
Arambewela (2003) study programs, courses, program fees, 






intellectual atmosphere, teaching quality, 
teaching staff and methods, acceptance of 
course credits at the home institution, image and 
prestige 
Mazzarol & Soutar (2012) alumni network, accreditation of previous 
studies 
Source: own construction 
 
All of the aforementioned study abroad motivation types fit on the self-determined 
motivation continuum (Yang et al, 2017), ranging from the autonomy of decision, 
allowing the pursuit of intrinsic preferences to the other end of the spectrum, where 
decisions are influenced or determined by external contingents. Sheldon et al (2017) 
used the cross-culturally validated scale of the Comprehensive Relative Autonomy 
Index (CRAI) when asking students about their reasons to study in the US. The 
survey instrument comprises of six subscales representing the regulation types, 
including four items per subscale to measure the level of autonomy. The subscales 
are shown below and the full instrument (Yang et al, 2017) was utilized for the 
research (Appendix 2, Q18): 
• Amotivation: no specific reason or lost the reason to study abroad 
• External regulation: pressure from family, professors, or no choice at all 
• Negative introjected regulation: sense of guilt, shame or failure in case of 
missing out 
• Positive introjected regulation: proving self-worth and boosting self-esteem 
• Identified regulation: personal choice and values, a deeper meaning 
• Intrinsic regulation: joy, fun, pleasure and interest 
Although there are only a few research papers available on the connection 
between initial study abroad motivations and acculturation, it was found that 
motivations have a key role in predicting acculturation (Gezentsvey & Ward, 
2008) and that self-determined motivations for studying abroad predict higher 
levels of acculturation (Chirkov et al, 2008). In the next section the cultural 
elements of the study abroad program is discussed. 
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2.3.Culture shock and acculturation 
International students are expected to adjust to the host culture in a very short period 
of time and perform well in academics, which sets them apart from other 
acculturating groups such as immigrants, ethnic minorities and expatriate workers 
(Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). Based on Renn and Patton (2011) university 
campuses must offer inclusion, safety, involvement and a community. In this 
section first the definitions of culture, culture shock and cultural adjustment are 
introduced and explained, followed by the details of acculturation strategies applied 
by international students. 
As researchers mainly focused on immigrant groups as a whole, Smith and Khawaja 
(2011) have questioned the applicability of acculturative stress on international 
students. Supporting that claim, Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015) found that 
international students reported higher levels of acculturative stress with a 
marginalization acculturation mode, which was rarely the case in previous 
researches (Dona & Berry, 1994). International students differ from other 
immigrant groups in many ways: they obtain only temporary students visas, 
experience a high level of isolation from friends and relatives (as they travel alone 
usually), and are expected to perform well in their academics regardless the abrupt 
change of academic and cultural environment (Misra et al, 2003). Demographic 
characteristics such as age, gender, level of study had no significant impact on the 
acculturation process of international students, once again being a key differentiator 
from other immigrant groups in the US (Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015).  
 
2.3.1. Culture definitions 
Due to the ever-increasing globalization, technological advancements (particularly 
the internet) and global transportation infrastructure, intercultural communication 
has become part of our everyday lives, enhancing the importance of cultural 
sensitivity. Tylor (1871) defined culture the following way:  
‘Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.’  
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More than a century later, the essence of the culture definition still holds true, 
however put in a more succinct form by Hall (2005), who described culture as a 
system and a set of symbols evolving over time, building up today’s world. In a 
more comprehensive definition, more building elements of the culture are defined 
by Malota (2013):  
culture is the sum of the visible and invisible system built by a group of people, 
which provides guidance, orientation, lifestyle and problem-solving schemes for 
its members through beliefs, norms, values, symbols, rules, behaviours, standards 
and customs. (p.25) 
 
Cultural elements have a major contribution to communication, hence the term of 
intercultural communication was coined by Hall (1959) and based on a recent 
definition it is an: interaction between people whose cultural perception and symbol 
system are so different that it has significant impact on the communication 
(Samovar, 2007). 
 
People who are traveling abroad can be categorized based on the purpose and the 
amount of time spent in a foreign country. Tourists spend a short period of time 
(days or weeks) in a foreign country and mostly aim to rest or visit the most 
important landmarks, however they are not necessarily forced to engage with locals 
or other foreigners during their time abroad (especially if they went with friends or 
family). International students spend a longer period of time (months or years) on 
study abroad programs, hence they must engage in intercultural communication to 
get by abroad, however they typically travel alone and usually there is considerable 
support provided by the host institution or home institution. Similar to the study 
programs, expatriates who are sent abroad by their employer to complete a work-
related mission, often spend months or years abroad, with the additional burden of 
potentially having to move with their families, so in this scenario an entire family 
may need to engage in intercultural communication to manage life abroad. 
Immigrants are people who decide to settle in the host country for good, accordingly 
it is crucial for this group to be sensitive to communication between cultures 
(Malota, 2013). In Table 4. the culture definitions are summarized. 
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Tylor (1871) Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society. 
Hall (2005) culture is a system, a set of symbols, which evolved over centuries and allow 
us to make sense of the world today. 
Malota (2013) the sum of the visible and invisible system built by a group of people, which 
provides guidance, orientation lifestyle and problem-solving schemes for its 
members through beliefs, norms, values, symbols, rules, behaviours, 
standards and customs 
Source: own construction 
 
In this dissertation the focus is on international students, who study in a HEI outside 
their home country, where they are not familiar with the cultural environment, 
meaning that they did not spend a considerable amount of time in Hungary or with 
Hungarians (parents, friends, partners) before engaging in their study abroad 
program in Hungary. The accepted culture definition of the dissertation is the 
comprehensive model of Malota (2013); hence culture is a system built by many 
people, and it determines the approach towards life and encompasses beliefs, 
norms, values, symbols, rules, behaviours, standards and customs. 
 
2.3.2. Culture shock definitions 
The definition of culture shock was coined by Kalervo Oberg who researched the 
acculturation process of American healthcare workers completing their foreign 
mission in Brazil in the 1950’s. Based on Oberg (1960):  
‘Culture shock is an occupational disease, which occurs due to the stress caused 
by the different social interactions in the host country, and accordingly requires 
medical attention.’ (p.16) 
 
Bochner and Furnham (2001) observed that initial culture shock and acculturation 
research were oriented to look for remedy in clinical psychology (Brown et al, 
1975), however the clinical psychology paradigm shifted towards culture learning, 
stress handling models and social identity theory, which recommended culture 
specific preparation to support the acculturation process (Bochner, 1982; 1986; 
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Klineberg, 1982). Culture shock definitions were focusing more on the sequence 
and ways of adjustment, viewing sojourners as cultural learners. Based on another 
definition from Kline et al (1996):  
the ‘shock’ of culture shock really refers only to a specific aspect of the 
process of cultural adjustment (or ‘cultural adaptation’ or 
‘acculturation’), which can be related overall to ‘the degree of 
psychological comfort’. (p.169) 
 
Culture shock is generally a short phase of mental inconvenience (Martin & 
Nakayama, 2004) and in case the individuals are unable to build their routine in the 
new environment, the amount of uncertainty can further deteriorate the situation 
through constant stress and fatigue (Lustig & Koester, 2010). The modern approach 
to the phenomenon is that culture shock is the experienced physical and mental 
acclimatization upon encountering with a new culture (Hidasi, 2004). Hidasi (2004) 
identified three major reasons for culture shock: the identity crisis caused by the 
new social environment, the malfunction of the known communicational rules and 
the lack of familiar cultural norms. The cultural difficulties are rooted in the 
unknown social expectations, experienced cultural differences where factors related 
to financial, family and romantic relationships have a significant role as well 
(Chaney & Martin, 2011). 
Encountering with a new culture can trigger numerous doubts as the basic 
behavioural norms, cultural signs and social norms have to be re-interpreted in order 
to successfully integrate in the new culture. The anxiety and stress can be mitigated 
with mapping out the verbal and nonverbal communication forms of the host 
country (Samovar et al, 2010). Shock experiences can also be conceptualized as 
stimuli that encourage individuals to acquire culture specific skills for smoother 
cultural integration (Ward et al, 2001; Zhou et al, 2008). International students are 
considered successful learners (Forland, 2006), which may increase the possibility 
of culture shock in case the previously positive self-identity is not confirmed in the 
academic environment of the host culture (Killick, 2008). Yang et al (2005) found 
that establishing an ‘independent-self’ and being confident about language skills 
(which may differ from objectively defined skills) increased the likelihood of 
cultural adjustment. However, coming to terms with the fact that different cultures 
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may interpret differently the international students’ previously ‘sure’ knowledge, 
could present difficult situations (Brislin & Yoshida, 1994). The culture shock 
definitions are summarized in Table 5. 
 
Table 5. Culture shock definitions 
Author(s) and year published Type 
 
Definition 
Oberg (1960); Brown et al (1975) Clinical 
psychology 
occupational disease that requires 
clinical treatment 
Bochner (1982; 1986) Klineberg 
(1982); Kline et al (1996) 
Culture 
learning 
a specific aspect of the process of 
cultural adjustment 
Hidasi, 2004; Martin & Nakayama, 
2004; Lustig & Koester, 2010 
Stress 
handling 
physical and mental acclimatization 
(cultural adaptation or acculturation) 
Ward et al (2001); Zhou et al (2008) 
Samovar et al (2010) 
Complex handling stress and acquiring culture 
specific skillset (culture learning) 
Source: own construction 
 
In the dissertation culture shock is conceptualized as a stimuli that can be mitigated 
with appropriate coping mechanisms (Samovar et al, 2010) and international 
students have the ability to acquire culture specific skills (Zhou et al, 2008), in other 
words, learn about the culture and adjust to their new environment.  
 
The level of culture shock and the subsequent acculturation process are influenced 
by factors connected to the individual, a specific situation or the general cultural 
differences. Malota (2013) identified five categories that have an influence on the 
strength of culture shock (Table 6). 
 
Table 6. Strength of culture shock 
Dimension Factors influencing the strength of culture shock 
Cultural distance the difference of the home and host culture, the way the host culture 
regards foreigners, the relationship between the two cultures 
Biological factors general physical and mental health, lifestyle change, age 
Life experience 
factors 
language skills, previous experience in foreign countries, the amount and 





communication and relationship building skills, empathy, tolerance, 
uncertainty avoidance, emotional intelligence, intelligence quotient, sense 
of humour, flexibility, adaptability, cultural sensitivity, ethnocentrism, 
independence, confidence 
Control factors the length of the program, safety net at home, safety net in the host 
culture, initial expectations, decision opportunities, motivation, status in 
the new culture 
Source: Malota (2013: p.58-59) 
 
The level of culture shock is heavily influenced by the number and quality of 
relationship with people from the host country (Bochner, 1982), the number of close 
friends (Bochner, McLeod and Lin, 1977) and the chosen acculturation strategy 
(Ward & Kennedy, 1994). The sociocultural adjustment of international students is 
also supported by establishing connections with local students (Baba & Hosoda, 
2014) further mitigating acculturative stress (Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). 
Researchers found that culture shock has a negative impact on the well-being and 
sociocultural adaption of international students (Presbitero, 2016), hence it is 
important to learn more about the nature of these factors (Yang et al, 2017) so HEIs 
may provide the best study abroad experience and increase the levels of satisfaction. 
In the next section the culture shock measurement tools are discussed. 
 
2.3.3. Measuring culture shock 
International students are exposed to and often experience different types and levels 
of acculturative stress while living abroad, such as perceived discrimination, 
homesickness, perceived hate/rejection, fear, stress due to change and guilt as 
described in the 36-item Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students 
(ASSIS) developed by Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994). International students most 
often feel alienated, because they mainly try to get support from co-nationals 
instead of reaching out to locals. Burbach (1972) identified three characteristics of 
international student alienation: powerlessness, meaninglessness and social 
estrangement. Homesickness was the second most important factor in acculturative 
stress, and it occurred when students did not feel the presence of emotional or social 
support systems (Pedersen, 1991), and had limited opportunities to socialize with 
locals due to language or cultural barriers (Furnham & Alibhai, 1985). Siegel 
(1991) observed that international students tend to feel obliged to keep their cultural 
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roots, which perpetuates the feeling of being homesick. Sandhu and Asrabadi 
(1994) found that perceived hate could be caused by verbal and nonverbal signals 
from locals and may be rooted in the increased sensitivity of international students, 
the experienced loss of status in a foreign country (Alexander et al, 1981). The 
experienced culture shock (Kim, 2001; Hidasi, 2004; Zhou et al, 2008), the 
unexploited skills and knowledge abroad (Mestenhauser, 1983) and the host 
nationals being negative and insensitive to different sets of values of international 
students may further intensify the level of perceived hate.  
Based on Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994), fear in this context mostly refers to feeling 
insecure in a new environment, the racial discrimination, socio-political context and 
the crime statistics in the host country. Change induced stress incorporates all the 
factors related to climate, ethnic food, social values, expected behaviours, verbal 
and nonverbal communication which require some level of adjustment from the 
international students to feel more comfortable in their new surroundings (Dillard 
& Chisolrn, 1983). During the pandemic of COVID-19, based on international 
student interviews, researchers found that the extreme sides were impacted, so in 
case someone had a good adjustment trajectory with strong existing host national 
and international relationships, it only got stronger, while those who had not 
previously built up their local supporting network, suffered even more from the 
cultural environment related stress (Pályázati Pavilon, 2020). 
Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994) described the guilt of international students as a sense 
of cheating their own culture when adopting the values of the host culture, 
consciously hindering their success while studying abroad. In addition to the 
identified factors by Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994), it was further encouraged to 
include the academic stressors as one of the major contributors to acculturative 
stress while studying abroad (Mori, 2000). The ASSIS was used in various settings, 
for instance to measure the acculturative stress levels of international students 
studying in the USA (Mahmood & Burke, 2018) and China (Flemmings et al, 
2020), however the scale was validated only in the USA (Nasirudeen et al, 2014).  
 
Another widely used culture shock measurement item was developed by Mumford 
in 1998, a 12-item assessment of the experienced culture shock of British volunteers 
working overseas in 27 different countries. The core culture shock items were based 
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on the previous research of Taft (1977), who identified six aspects of culture shock: 
strain due to psychological adaptation, sense of loss in status, rejection from the 
host culture, confusion about the expectations in the host culture, anxiety and 
disgust due to cultural differences and the feeling of inability to cope with the 
changed environment. Another 6 interpersonal stress items were generated by 
Mumford (1998) through the content analysis of written reports from previous 
participants of the same volunteer program. Overall Mumford (1998) found that the 
12-item culture shock questionnaire was the most reliable (Cronbach’s alpha at 
0.79). The questionnaire items cover areas of adaptation to stress, feeling accepted 
by the host culture, shocking and disgusting elements abroad, understanding the 
gestures of locals and handling the day-to-day situations according to the unwritten 
rules of the society. The scale has been widely used by researchers to measure for 
instance culture shock among Filipinos working in Taiwan (Chen et al, 2017) and 
international students studying in the USA (Yoo et al, 2006; Yang et al, 2017). The 
culture shock scales are summarized in Table 7. 
 





Culture shock scale items 
Taft (1977) 6 items strain due to psychological adaptation, sense of loss in 
status, rejection from the host culture, confusion about the 




36 items perceived discrimination, homesickness, perceived hate 
and rejection, fear, stress due to change and guilt 
Mumford (1998) 12 items stress, homesickness, acceptance by the local culture, role 
confusion, shocking or disgusting elements, helplessness, 
anxious or awkward interactions with locals, unfamiliar 
nonverbal signs, difficulty to interact with local people 
Source: own construction 
 
Even though the ASSIS measurement model appears to capture a richer dataset, 
considering the purpose of the dissertation the culture shock elements measured by 
the scale proposed by Mumford (1998) will be sufficient to gather the required data 
with the advantage of having to use much less scale items, which were validated 
across different cultures. 
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2.3.4. Acculturation models 
The cultural diversity of countries is on a growth trajectory and similarly the 
number of international students is increasing every year, placing cultural learning 
in the focus of researches. Studying abroad is not only a physical journey, but a mix 
of emotional, mental and psychological discovery, amidst fighting the pressure to 
live up to the expectations of relatives, peers, institution and cultural self-image, 
while expecting the most from the host country, based on limited, often outdated 
and stereotype driven information (Killick, 2008). In the host country the 
procedural schema is different, hence students must re-build their daily routines 
starting from the smallest pieces like learning the road between the host institution 
and their accommodation to opening a local bank account.  
The original U-shape of the culture shock model (Oberg, 1960) is the function of 
the psychological adjustment of sojourners and the time spent in a foreign country. 
The curve starts off with an emotional, a mental and psychological high point called 
the ‘honeymoon’ phase: upon entering the host country students are excited and 
ready to discover their new environment. After the initial excitement of the first few 
weeks, as students realize more and more uncertainties stemming from the cultural 
barriers, they tend to feel the psychological and physiological impacts of culture 
shock, making them stressed, confused and anxious. The upwards side of the U-
shape model is the adjustment period, where students find sufficient level of 
comfort in their lives abroad, and finally the acceptance stage of the model refers 
to a high level of adjustment to the host environment (Figure 5.). 
 
Figure 5. W-curve of culture shock stages  
 
Source: based on Oberg (1960) and Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) 
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Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) built the W-curve based on Oberg (1960), which 
is essentially an additional U-shape representing the psychological adjustment cycle 
when international students re-enter their home countries, after the study abroad 
program ended. Though the U-shape or W-curve are not applicable to everyone, 
these simple figures give a practical visualization of the emotional ups and downs 
experienced by most international students. The traditional culture shock curves (U 
and W) are often debated, whether they present a different form of psychological 
adjustment than other stressful events in people’s lives (for instance starting work 
in a new city or accepting a new disability), however the culture shock concepts 
have proven useful in preparations for expatriates and international students 
(Killick, 2008). 
Ward and Furnham (2001) argued that for instance the honeymoon phase does not 
necessarily exist for everyone, as assumed by the U and W curves, and stated that 
psychological and sociocultural adaptation can take place simultaneously, but at a 
different pace for each individual, because international student stress and coping 
mechanisms are affected by the personality of the student and the situation. In their 
model the psychological adaptation represents the students’ level of comfort in the 
new environment over the period of studying abroad. Upon entering the country, 
international students obtain vital information about the new environment, connect 
with people, get to know the academic processes which may add up to a great 
amount of stress. Ward and Furnham (2001) found that this psychological factor is 
most prominent in the beginning of the term, upon successful cultural adjustment it 
reaches its maximum after 3-4 months and with a solid routine it can be stabilized 
at that point (Figure 6.). 
Figure 6. Psychological and sociocultural adaptation 
 
Source: based on Ward and Furnham (2001) 
E N T R Y 4  M O N T H S 6  M O N T H S 1 2  M O N T H S
Psychological adaptation Sociocultural adaptation
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On the other hand, the sociocultural adaptation measures the international students’ 
ability to interact with people from the local culture, including the use of culture 
specific communication and interaction skills. The drop in the curve at 6 months 
suggests that after half a year the cultural learning is less intense, because the 
average international students should become adept at communicating and 
behaving in line with the norms and values of the host culture.  
In comparison to the U and W curves, the advantage of this model is that the 
psychological and sociocultural factors are segmented in time. This offers more 
options when it comes to practical and actionable solutions to improve the cultural 
adjustment of international students. Following a similar logic, Based on Stier 
(2003) the adjustment requires a certain level of intercultural competence, which 
has two main facets, the content competencies (knowing the culture) and processual 
competencies (knowing how to implement the cultural knowledge). Knowing the 
language of the host country is not enough in itself for proper cultural adjustment 
(or it is superficial), international students need to understand the signs, symbols, 
people, values and the way things are done in the culture. At the same time students 
must critically evaluate their own cultures to put the host culture in context, 
minimizing the impacts of stereotypes and ethnocentrism. In terms of the processual 
competency, students need to possess a certain level of intercultural competence, 
which is essentially a set of interpersonal skills such as being a team member, a 
good communicator, the ability to control emotions and properly assess the 
communication environment adapted to the host culture’s governing rules. 
Kim (2001) defined cultural adjustment the following way:  
‘…all individuals crossing cultures face some common challenges as they pioneer 
lives of uprootedness and gradually establish working relationships with the new 
milieus.’ (p.5) 
 
Applying a different approach, Kim (2001) proposed a stress-adaptation-growth 
model, assuming that the effects of the stressors and the efforts of cultural 
adaptation together form an upwards spiral, signifying personal growth over time. 
The spiral starts downward in the beginning of the program, supposing that the 
stress factors prevail in the new environment, but as the adaptation efforts are 
perfected, culture induced stress eventually fades away. In order for an effective 
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cultural adjustment, international students must explore the hidden aspects of the 
culture which governs local behaviour and thought patterns (Weaver, 1993), and 
encountering these differences are the source of culture shock (Killick, 2008). In 
the evolution of cultural adjustment models, Kim (2001) polarized the adaptation 
and stress, which allows for a theoretically constant positive loop in the life of 
international students, while in the previous models, personal growth and the 
potential to eliminate psychological or sociocultural stress seemed conceptually 
limited (Figure 7.).  
 
Figure 7. Stress-adaptation-growth model 
 
Source: Kim (2001) 
 
Killick (2008) expressed concerns about the cultural orientation programs that take 
place in the first weeks, as it typically coincides with the honeymoon phase of the 
U-shape (Oberg, 1960), hence international students are not receptive to the harsh 
facts of life becoming more difficult in the coming weeks. Nevertheless, 
considering the psychological and sociocultural adaptation models of Ward and 
Furnham (2001), the initial period is toughest for many international students, 
accordingly the orientation programs could be beneficial in the beginning, while 
monitoring the results. Zhou et al (2008) defined the adjustment in a time-
continuum, rather than as segmented events where the stress and adaptation drive 
the learning curve in a certain direction:  
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‘Acculturation is a process, it happens over a period of time rather than 
being a momentary phenomenon, relying on the active participation of the 
individual while taking into consideration personal characteristics and the 
situation where it is embedded’ (p. 68) 
 
Besides the psychological and sociocultural approaches, Zhou et al (2008: p.66) 
added the cognitive component to the cultural adjustment model, separating three 
acculturation categories (ABC model): 
• affective (psychological) component: appropriate preparation can support 
the ability to cope with stress 
• behavioural (sociocultural) component: culture specific skillset can be 
acquired and it improves communication abroad 
• cognitive (identity) component: understand the cultural identity change 
upon encountering with a new culture 
 
If the cultural stimuli are followed by proper emotional response, then it means that 
the stress coping strategy was successful on the psychological level (Zhou et al, 
2008) and it increases the stress tolerance to handle a stronger stimulus in the future. 
The acquisition of culture-specific behavioural standards (Zhou, 2008) is a higher 
level of adaptation, by which the student can prevent or manage the stress situations 
more effectively: instead of the continuous psychological stress management, it is 
more efficient to behave in an accepted manner in the new culture. On the next 
level, cultural identity is determined by the degree of identification with the culture 
of the host country and the home country (Berry 1994; 1997). In case of affective 
adjustment, the students only gave a response based on their own culture, however 
through behavioural adjustment they were able to prevent the stress situation (or 
deal with it more effectively). The cumulative success of the psychological and 
sociocultural responses interacts with the identity of the students throughout the 
study abroad program and the most effective combination of coping mechanisms 
will result in the overall acculturation strategy and hence the identity (Zhou et al, 
2008). These three aspects together provide a comprehensive acculturation model 
in which the cognitive component of social identification complements the 
behaviour-based culture-learning and the affective component of general stress 
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coping mechanisms. In case of cultural adjustment, it is important to avoid all levels 
of failure (self, academic, social) which may result in a loss of identity through the 
rejection of previous beliefs, values and behaviours, ultimately increasing 
frustration (Killick, 2008).  
 
Connecting the behavioural section of the previously discussed ABC model of Zhou 
et al (2008), the culture-learning framework has been widely researched to gain a 
better understanding on the psychology of acculturation and the acquisition of 
culturally appropriate skills and forms of behaviour in a new cultural environment 
(Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Cultural competence traditionally 
has been measured through the assessment of behaviour-based sociocultural 
adaptation, posing questions about a variety of situations that require some form of 
interaction in a new cultural setting (Argyle, 1969; Argyle). The first intercultural 
measurement tool was the Social Situations Questionnaire (Bochner & Furnham, 
1986), which was further developed into a Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) 
by Searle and Ward (1990). Based on Wilson et al (2017:1476): 
“Sociocultural adaptation was conceptualized as the acquisition of behavioural 
skills required for an individual to negotiate life in a new cultural environment, 
and was measured in terms of the degree of self-reported difficulty experienced in 
interpersonal situations and with the accomplishment of day-to-day tasks.” 
 
Berry (1994; 1997) defined four acculturation strategies based on the mix of own 
cultural identity and the culture identity of the host country (Table 8.). 
 
Table 8. Acculturation strategies 
 
Source: Berry (1994; 1997) 
 
Based on Berry (1994; 1997) the potential combinations of cultural identification 
are the following, which are the result of the cultural and psychological change 
upon being in touch with different cultures (Berry, 2005): 
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• Integration: high level of home and host culture identification 
• Assimilation: high level of host, low level of home culture identification 
• Separation: high level of home, low level of host culture identification 
• Marginalization: low level of home and host culture identification 
 
Based on the categorization of Berry (1994; 1997) integration is widely accepted as 
a desired acculturation strategy. Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015) found that 
the international students’ integration is more likely in case they have an extensive 
social network comprising of co-nationals, host nationals and fellow international 
students, but too strong ties to the host country may reduce the possibility to adjust 
to the host environment. Hendrickson et al (2011) found that international students 
who made more local friends, experienced higher levels of satisfaction and had less 
culture shock symptoms, such as homesickness and anxiety. 
 
Barry (2001) found that the patterns in the model of Berry (1980) were validated, 
as there were negative association between integration and marginalization and 
assimilation and separation. International students with high assimilation scores 
often had increased integration scores, potentially reflecting the desire to fit in the 
host culture, however not taking any action to achieve that (Barry, 2001). The length 
of stay positively influenced the assimilation and integration acculturation modes 
and negatively affected the marginalization, however it was not connected to the 
separation dimension of acculturation; while gender had no influence on the chosen 
acculturation mode. 
 
Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015: p.5.) examined 104 international students and 
found that based on the modified acculturation model the acculturation orientation 
was the following: Integration (30.8%), Assimilation (18.3%), Separation (26.0%), 
and Marginalization (25.0%). Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015) found that 
Integration mode resulted in the lowest amount of acculturative stress, implying 
that it is worth maintaining connection from the home country, however with a 
stronger focus on adapting to the host culture environment. Sullivan and 
Kashubeck-West (2015) also confirmed the previously thought connection between 
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acculturative stress, the acculturation mode and the level of received social support. 
Accordingly, international students who were in the categories of Assimilation or 
Integration, experienced less acculturative stress: the conscious development of 
connections with the host country and increased support from locals influenced the 
acculturation mode and ultimately mitigated the acculturative stress. The culture 
shock and acculturation models are summarized in Table 9. 
 
Table 9. Culture shock and acculturation models 
Author(s) and 
year published 
Culture shock concept Acculturation model 
Oberg (1960) culture shock is a disease that 
requires clinical treatment 
4 stage model: honeymoon, 
frustration, adjustment, acceptance in 
the host culture 
Gullahorn & 
Gullahorn (1963) 
culture shock is a disease that 
requires clinical treatment 
8 stage model: honeymoon, 
frustration, adjustment, acceptance in 
the host and then the home culture  
Berry (1994; 
1997) 
the level of identification with 
the host country and home 
country 
4 acculturation modes: integration, 
assimilation, separation, 
marginalization 
Kline Harrison et 
al (1996) 
the degree of psychological 
comfort 
a specific aspect of cultural adjustment 
Ward & Furnham 
(2001) 
a psychological and 
sociocultural stress 
psychological and sociocultural 
adaption models are simultaneous, but 
can move at a difference pace 
Kim (2001) a challenge to gradually 
establish working relationships 
with the new milieus 
growth over a period of time: 
stress → adaptation → growth 
Zhou et al. (2008) a process over a period of time, 
that relies on the active 
participation of the individual, 
while considering personal and 
situational characteristics  
affective (psychological) component 
behavioural (sociocultural) component 
cognitive (identity) component 
Source: own construction 
 
In this dissertation the culture shock and acculturation definitions are handled 
separately. Based on the literature review it can be assumed that culture shock is 
triggered by the initial stimuli in the new cultural environment of the host country 
(Zhou et al, 2008), and it impacts the level of acculturation (Hidasi, 2004), or more 




2.3.5. The acculturation construct in higher education 
In this section the role of the acculturation construct is discussed in the framework 
of study abroad motivations, perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty. The 
relationship between motivations and acculturation is under researched in the 
higher education industry. Based on Chirkov et al (2007; 2008), Dentakos et al 
(2016) defined acculturation motivation as: 
“…the willingness to learn about the host culture, to develop friendships with host 
members, and to explore the host country’s social and cultural environments” 
(p.29) 
 
Motivations to engage in the process of acculturation depends on the individual 
differences (Chirkov et al, 2007), and it is expected to result in a better overall 
experience for international students (Dentakos et al, 2016). In another research it 
was found that the level of acculturation motivation caused higher levels of 
psychological health, increasing the satisfaction of international student in 
Canadian universities. In turn it also supported the academic adjustment of 
international students (Chirkov, 2008), which may already be considered as part of 
the experienced service quality provided by the host institution. Acculturation 
motivation was independent from the time spent in the host culture (Chirkov, 2007) 
hence it is implied that acculturation motivation can be a good predictor of 
sociocultural adaptation throughout the entire study program (Dentakos et al, 2016). 
 
Chapa and Becerra (2014) found that acculturation has an impact on consumption 
preferences, as differences in the generational status lead to varied results in 
political advertising. Davis et al (2017) also tested the relationship between the level 
of acculturation of immigrants and the expected and perceived service quality of 
dental services. They found that the service quality expectations of immigrants 
varied depending on their level of acculturation, however the perceived service 
quality did not change with the acculturation level. The reason for that may lie in 
the collected sample, as Davis et al (2017) noted, it was difficult to obtain a sample 
of immigrants with varying levels of acculturation. Nevertheless, as a practical and 
social implication, it is recommended to consider culturally appropriate service 
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quality dimensions and design the services and marketing campaigns accordingly 
in order to increase service utilization. 
 
The results of Davis et al (2017) shed light to the potential connection between 
acculturation and service quality which has not yet been used in case of 
international students, however one of the research questions of this dissertation 
aims to explore the connection between these constructs. Replicating the results in 
the higher education industry with international students is promising, as dental 
services are similar to the higher education services in terms of frequency of 
consumption, lead time, and the level of involvement. First, dental care (particularly 
dental surgeries) can be considered a special service, as it is consumed only a few 
times in a lifetime, second, it has a long lead time, meaning that the perceived 
service quality can change radically from the time of receiving the service to years 
after the dental surgery. Additionally, in line with the above, they are both high-
involvement services, requiring a thoughtful decision before choosing a service 
provider, let it be a dentist or a university (Marimon et al, 2018).  
 
In case international student had a higher level of academic competence when living 
abroad, their level of satisfaction was also higher (Yang et al, 2017). In the 
dissertation the cultural competence obtained through cultural learning was in the 
focus of the research (Wilson, 2013), and it is assumed that in case the sociocultural 
adaptation is higher, then international students will be more satisfied with their 
overall program. 
 
In the theoretical framework of the dissertation, the acculturation (within that the 
sociocultural adaptation part showing the measured behavioural outcomes) 
construct is essentially mediating the relationship between study abroad 
motivations and satisfaction, and also it acts as a mediator between motivations and 
perceived service quality. As shown in Table 10, acculturation is the consequence 
of motivations (Chirkov at el, 2007; 2008; Dentakos et al, 2016), and the antecedent 
of perceived service quality (Chapa & Becerra, 2014; Davis et al, 2017) and 
satisfaction as well (Yang et al, 2017).  
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Table 10. The role of the acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) construct 
Author(s) and year published Connection Role of acculturation 
Chirkov at el (2007;2008); Dentakos 
et al (2016) 
Motivations→ Acculturation Consequence 
Wilson, 2013; Yang et al, 2017 Acculturation→ Satisfaction Antecedent 
Chirkov (2008); Chapa and Becerra 




Source: own construction 
 
2.3.6. Measuring acculturation in higher education 
The sociocultural adaptation scale (SCAS) has been used widely accepted in 
acculturation research (Wilson et al, 2013) and besides the fields of psychology and 
business it was also used for the assessment of the sociocultural adaptation of 
international teaching assistants (Kim, 2009) and the evaluation of international 
students’ adaptation in China (Yu, 2010).  
 
The original SCAS included questions about behaviours such as understanding the 
local value system and worldview, making friends, finding their way around abroad 
and catching up with the pace of life, and the scale item endpoints were ranging 
from no difficulty to extreme difficulty (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). The scale was 
then revised by Wilson (2013), creating the SCAS-R, where he used a 21-item scale 
with modified scale endpoints ranging from not at all competent to extremely 
competent, better capturing self-reported culturally adaptive behaviours (Wilson et 
al, 2017). In the SCAS-R of Wilson (2013), the following subscales were defined 
as shown in Table 11. 
 
Table 11. Revised sociocultural adaptation scale (SCAS-R) 
Area of competence Description of the scale items 
Interpersonal communication culturally appropriate interactions in the host 
culture and building relationships) 
Academic and work performance managing responsibilities and working with peers 
Personal interests and community 
involvement 
maintaining personal interests and dealing with 
burocracy 
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Ecological adaptation adapting to the pace of life and finding their way 
around 
Language proficiency reading, writing, understanding and speaking in the 
host language 
Source: Wilson (2013) 
 
Based on a larger mixed sample, including short term and long-term migrants, 
international students and newly arrived migrants in New-Zealand, an 11-item 
bifactor measurement model version of the SCAS-R was created by Wilson et al 
(2017). The new model (SCAS-R, 2017) aimed to provide a sociocultural 
adaptation scale that allows a wide applicability across populations. However, as 
the current dissertation’s sample consists solely of international students, the 
SCAS-R (Wilson, 2013) scale will be applied to capture a richer data set with the 
academic environment specific section in the 21-item SCAS-R, as it was used by 
Mahmood & Burke (2018) to measure the sociocultural adaptation of international 
students in the USA. In the dissertation acculturation is measured as the behavioural 
outcome of the acculturation construct, that is the sociocultural adaptation through 




Service quality is a well-researched concept, however there is no agreement on one 
single definition and measurement scale to operationalize this construct. In this 
section a range of service quality definitions are presented, followed by the most 
prevailing service quality measurement instruments in higher education. At the end 
of this section the service quality scales, dimensions and items are summarized with 
a conclusion on the elements considered for the scope of the dissertation. 
 
2.4.1. Service quality definitions 
Product and service quality have received a great deal of attention since the 1980’s 
(Parasuraman et al. 1985) as consumers demanded higher product quality than ever 
before (Takeuchi & Quelch, 1983). Quality is attributed to increase market share, 
return on investment (Phillips et al, 1983), productivity and decrease manufacturing 
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cost (Garvin, 1983). Parasuraman (1985) found that tangible goods were well-
defined and their quality was measured reliably while service quality was rather 
under-researched at the time. Tangible product quality definitions varied from the 
predominant Japanese philosophy ‘zero-defects – doing it right the first time’ 
(Parasuraman, 1985) to conforming to requirements (Crosby, 1979). 
 
Service quality on the other hand, as many researchers stated, is more abstract and 
more difficult to grasp (Crosby 1979; Garvin 1983; Parasuraman et al, 1985; 1988; 
Carman, 1990). In order to fully understand and conceptualize service quality, the 
intangibility, heterogeneity and inseparability of the services must be recognized 
(Parasuraman et al. 1985). Since services are intangible, it is more complicated (or 
even impossible) to count, measure, inventorize, test or verify the quality of services 
before making a sale, accordingly initial customer perception becomes less 
predictable (Zeithaml, 1981). The heterogenous nature of services, and particularly 
the labour-intensive services allow for a range of service quality depending on the 
provider staff, customer and the time of using the service (Booms & Bitner, 1981). 
Most services are inseparable as service quality occurs and consumed at the same 
time (Carmen & Langeard 1980), during the service delivery (Lehtinen & Lehtinen 
1982). In case of services, where consumer participation is significant (such as 
visiting doctors, getting a haircut or education), the service provider has less control 
over the provided quality.  
 
Gronroos (1982) defined service quality as the service outcome for the customer 
(technical quality) and the way the service delivery happened (functional quality). 
Since consumers can hardly find tangible service quality cues, many researchers 
defined service quality - in line with the expectation-disconfirmation paradigm of 
Oliver (1980) - as the difference, in size and direction, between expected quality 
and perceived quality (Gronroos, 1982; Parasuraman et al, 1985). Expectations are 
confirmed, when matching the previous expectations, positively disconfirmed when 
the performance is better than expected and negatively disconfirmed, when the 
performance did not meet the expectations. Based on Athiyaman (1997), any 
disconfirmation or confirmation is a subjective, unique belief arising based on or 
following the expectations and performance beliefs, not a performance minus 
47 
expectation score, taking a different path then recommended by Oliver (1980). In 
this dissertation the higher education service is defined as an immaterial product 
that aims to satisfy customers (Kurilorf et al, 1993) and it is viewed on a subjective 
and relative ‘humanistic’ scale potentially changing from customer to customer 
(Holbrook & Corfman, 1985).  
 
2.4.2. Service quality in higher education 
Education is special service, only consumed a few times in a lifetime, and it has a 
long lead time, so the perceived quality may change before during and after 
consumption (Marimon et al, 2018). Perceptions may vary from student to student 
depending on their previous educational experience, abilities, motivations, 
individual values, country of origin (Hill, 1995; Green, 2014), cultural, social, local 
education system and teaching methods (Bolton & Nie, 2010). In case the 
educational goals of the student are not realistic, inappropriate or incompatible with 
the chosen institution, their overall experience will be negatively affected if the 
situation is left unmanaged (Nijhuis, 2006). The education processes (teaching, 
assessment and attainment) are often distinguished from the provided non-academic 
services (administration, support and recreation), however they are inseparable in 
terms of overall service quality (Vangelis & Hill, 2019). 
 
Service quality is a top priority for HEIs across the world and it is an equally 
important factor for international students (Trivellas & Geraki, 2008). When 
choosing a host institution, international students look through various available 
evidence to find the best service quality on the market (Angell et al, 2008). The 
chances of attracting and retaining students may increase in case the students’ 
perceptions of service quality are analysed with a marketing approach (Sultan & 
Wong, 2013). Service quality remains in the centre of the attention in the eyes of 
policy makers, as a mean to improve higher education services, however in the 
domain of higher education research there is an apparent lack of significant and 
innovative theories (Nadiri et al, 2009) and service quality measurement scales still 
present challenges for researchers. There is a debate and multiple approaches exist 
to measure and manage quality in the higher education setting, which is further 
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accelerated by the increasing volume of international education (Vangelis & Hill, 
2019).  
From the early millennium, researchers expanded service quality scales with higher 
education specific attributes (such as academics) in a hope of obtaining a better 
explanation of the construct. As the global education industry and the number of 
international students grew exponentially in the most recent decades, researchers 
started to consider the cultural settings and other attributes that may lead to a better 
service quality measurement scale in the higher education sector. Service quality 
can be measured along one, two or multiple dimensions, as Kenesei (2017) 
demonstrated. In order to adequately measure service quality dimensions in the 
higher education setting, many researchers elaborated on academic aspects 
(Firdaus, 2006a; Li and Kaye, 1998) considering different levels of education, such 
as post-graduate education (Angell et al, 2008), different fields, such as engineering 
education (Sakthivel & Raju, 2006) or nursing (Cook, 1997) or different pieces of 
service such as online library services in higher education (Wright & O’Neill, 
2002).  
With a slightly different approach, Tsinidou et al (2010) considered some service 
quality items outside the control of the institution and determined 5 service quality 
dimensions in Greek higher education: academic staff, administrative services, 
library services, curriculum structure, location, facilities and career prospects. In a 
broader approach, but still focusing directly on the service provider institution, 
Afzal et al (2010) identified eight dimensions to explain service quality in higher 
education, which were design, delivery and assessment, academic facilities, non-
academic facilities, recognition, guidance, student representation, study 
opportunities and group size. Previous researches have gone up to eight (Afzal et 
al, 2010) or nine service quality dimensions (Gibson, 2010), while Suleyman (2014) 
followed a more compact approach and identified a four-factor structure consisting 
of behavioural aspects, academic aspects, access and academic support of the local 
students at Schools of Education and Sports in Turkey. Suleyman (2014) found that 
the academic aspects, behavioural aspects and access required more effort from the 
institution, and while academic support was below expectations, it was closest to 
matching the needs of students. Based on Suleyman (2014: p.89) the highest ranked 
items measured the perceived: behaviour towards students, academic aspects, 
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access and academic support. Alves and Raposo (2007) found that the most the 
important expectations of students towards HEIs was to prepare them for their 
career and that they are taught by highly skilled and knowledgeable professors 
while the key service quality attributes were the knowledge and skills of teaching 
staff and the course content. In more recent studies Pauli and Worrell (2017) found 
that enhancing career prospects is of key importance for students to participate in 
higher education. In terms of teaching quality, students appreciated the efforts of 
lecturers to clarify ambiguous points which were unclear for some students. 
Letcher and Neves (2010) found eight service quality attributes, where student 
presage elements appeared as well: self-confidence, curriculum and instruction and 
classes, quality of teaching of subject matter, extracurricular activities and career 
opportunities, student advising, quality of teaching and instructor feedback, 
computing facilities and student quality and interaction. Gibson (2010) conducted 
an exhaustive literature review and categorized service quality into nine different 
dimensions (in Parahoo et al, 2013: p.139), where multiple student presage factors 
are represented, such as academic staff/teaching, classes/curriculum, advising 
support, skills development, preparation for future, services/facilities, social 
integration and pre-enrolment factors. 
Finally, Arambewela and Hall (2009) re-examined the educational and non-
educational satisfaction levels at 537 Asian postgraduate business students (from 
China, India, Indonesia and Thailand) studying in six Australian universities and 
identified seven constructs affecting satisfaction: education, economic 
considerations, the prestige and image of the institution, social circumstances, the 
available technology at the institution, accommodation and safety.  
 
2.4.3. SERVQUAL and SERVPERF scales 
Service quality measurement scales have an important role across multiple 
industries in identifying the most important quality attributes, and similar to the 
service quality definitions, a variety of instruments have been developed for this 
purpose. 
In the dawn of operationalized service quality measurement instruments, the first 
major approach was the SERVQUAL scale. Parasuraman et al (1988) developed a 
multiple-item scale that was designed to measure perceived service quality 
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(SERVQUAL). The SERVQUAL instrument is a 44 items scale measuring the 
expected and performed service quality and it was originally developed by 
Parasuraman et al (1985) to assess the perceived service quality in service and retail 
organizations (Parasuraman et al, 1988). The instrument was widely used in 
manufacturing industries (Furrer et al, 2000), but it was mainly utilized in the 
service industry (Arambewela & Hall, 2009) and more specifically often adapted to 
the education service context (Fernandes et al, 2013).   
 
Parasuraman et al (1985: p.48) identified five service quality gaps and ten service 
quality determinants: access, communication, competence, courtesy, credibility, 
reliability, responsiveness, security, tangibles and understanding/knowing the 
customer. Parasuraman et al (1988) condensed the ten theoretical dimensions into 
five distinct operational dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, 
understanding/ knowing customers and access, while communication, credibility, 
security, competence and courtesy melted into the last two distinct dimensions, 
providing the finalized five dimensions of the SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et 
al, 1988: p.23): tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. The 
SERVQUAL scale calculates with difference scores, where the perceived service 
quality for each item equals to the perceived performance minus the expected 
performance. Teas (1993) noted that the performance minus expectations model in 
service quality operates properly for vector attributes (infinite ideal point), but it 
could present problems in case of classic ideal point attributes and feasible ideal 
point attributes. Reacting to the critique, Parasuraman et al (1994) adjusted the 
original SERVQUAL model’s expectation standard from vector attribute to feasible 
ideal point. SERVQUAL was an unrivalled service quality measurement instrument 
until later works have emerged in the field, conceiving more critical standpoints. 
 
Cronin and Taylor (1992) claimed that SERVQUAL’s expectation-performance 
gap scale is not adequate from the conceptual and operational perspective and 
developed a performance-based scale. In order to develop and validate the 
suggested service performance (SERVPERF) scale, Cronin and Taylor (1992) 
compared four scales (weighted and unweighted SERVQUAL and SERVPERF 
scales) to determine the most efficient model. The unweighted SERVQUAL and 
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SERVPERF explained more variance in service quality respectively in comparison 
to their weighted counterparts, where Cronin and Taylor (1992) analysed the 
relationships between service quality and customer satisfaction. Cronin and Taylor 
(1992) found that SERVPERF is superior to SERVQUAL because it provided 
better fit across industries with only half of the measurement items and that 
SERVPERF is conceptually superior as it is based on attitude, while SERVQUAL 
is based on a satisfaction paradigm (disconfirmation-expectation).  
Cronin and Taylor (1992) confirmed that perceived service quality is an antecedent 
to satisfaction. Different industries may require different indicators to obtain better 
results, for instance high involvement services may have different service quality 
definitions from low involvement services (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). Llusar and 
Zornoza (2000) found that the SERVPERF scale provided more reliable results 
compared to SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, 1988). There is no consensus on which 
instrument is better, some researchers used SERVQUAL (Tan and Kek, 2004), 
others chose SERVPERF (Firdaus, 2006a; Li and Kaye, 1998) as a base of their 
research approach. Babakus and Boller (1992) claimed that SERVPERF is a good 
instrument to capture information in an easy and practical manner. In the more 
current extant literature, a number of researchers found that the SERVPERF model 
is superior in terms of explained variance (Sultan & Wong, 2011), generalizability 
and applicability (Faizan et al, 2016). Dabholkar (2000) conducted a longitudinal 
study to compare SERVPERF, measured disconfirmation (after receiving the 
services) and computed disconfirmation (difference between before receiving the 
service and after receiving the service), and found that the SERVPERF measure 
performed better over other approaches. The SERVQUAL model may demonstrate 
higher diagnostic value in identifying service quality shortfalls, however the 
SERVPERF scale has stronger predictive power in an overall measure of perceived 
service quality (Parasuraman et al. 1994). Also halving the required measurement 
items can reduce respondent fatigue, accordingly in the current research the 
performance only measurement approach will be applied.  
 
2.4.4. SERVQUAL and SERVPERF in higher education 
Considering the cultural differences, Arambewela (2006) measured to what extent 
country of origin influenced service quality dimensions among international 
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students from China, India, Indonesia and Thailand studying in Australian 
universities. It was found that all five traditional SERVQUAL instrument were 
important for all groups, however with a varying degree of importance. Based on 
the results provided on a 7-point Likert scale, considering all dimension averages, 
Indian students claimed the highest mean importance (average 6.58), while Chinese 
students claimed the lowest mean importance (average 5.54) across all items. The 
tangibles construct appeared to have the biggest influence on the overall satisfaction 
of international students, which is supported by the previously demonstrated 
importance of university facilities, such as library and computer laboratories 
(Wakefield & Blodgett, 1999). On the other hand, the empathy construct had the 
least impact on satisfaction. The quality of teaching had a major contribution to the 
satisfaction of international students from China, India and Thailand, while the 
lecture material appeared as the most important item for students from Indonesia 
(Arambewela, 2006).  
Contrary to the results of Arambewela (2006), Costas and Vrana (2008) noted that 
even though the SERVQUAL scale has high reliability indices, its validity remains 
questionable in the higher education setting, hence it is more useful as a secondary 
scale to distinguish service quality perceptions of students and staff, or to evaluate 
the quality of selected support services, such as academic records, admissions, 
career services and financial aid (Ruby, 1998). Cuthbert (1996) also applied 
SERVQUAL in the higher education context, but due to the unsuitable wording and 
negative clauses in the instrument, he faced comprehension difficulties upon 
analysing the mode and median. Many researchers (Firdaus, 2006a; Li and Kaye, 
1998; Carman, 1990) claim that the five dimensions of the SERVQUAL instrument 
are not able to adequately capture information for the subsequent generalization of 
the results, as it represents a limited amount of industries (Saravanan & Rao, 2007). 
Finally, Nadiri et al. (2009) found that the performance only measurement 
(SERVPERF) provided good results in the higher education context. 
 
Parahoo et al (2013) identified six factors that influence the satisfaction of students: 
university reputation, faculty academic competence, faculty communications, 
interactions among students, student interactions with admin and IT staff, service 
quality of electronic communications. Parahoo et al (2013) found that reputation 
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has a major influence on student satisfaction and that in general the student 
satisfaction drivers in the Gulf region differ from the underlying factors defined in 
western studies – further increasing the importance of culturally sensitive scale 
development. The model of Parahoo et al (2013) explained 53.7% of the variance 
in the dependent variable (satisfaction) based on a sample of 215 students. Tahar 
(2008) found five dimensions of perceived service quality, which were similar to 
Tsinidou et al (2010), with the addition of more physical and location specific 
factors: the ability to create career opportunities, issues of the program, cost/time, 
physical aspects and location. Besides the more tangible items, Sultan and Wong 
(2010) considered some more dynamic, event-based items. They created an 
instrument of 67 items to assess perceived service quality and identified eight 
dimensions: dependability, effectiveness, capability, efficiency, competencies, 
assurance, unusual situation management and semester syllabus. 
 
2.4.5. Higher education specific scales 
With the advent of industry specific service quality measurement scales, the first 
major higher education was developed. Firdaus (2006a) identified six service 
quality dimensions in the higher education setting: academic aspects, non-academic 
aspects, reputation, access, programme issues and understanding, and 
recommended to measure students’ perceptions along these dimensions to reveal 
improvement areas, where marketing efforts could be concentrated. Following the 
SERVPERF approach, the higher education specific service quality and satisfaction 
scale was named Higher Education PERFormance (HEdPERF). Firdaus (2006a: 
p.569) claimed that understanding the relative influence of these 6 service quality 
dimensions may allow for a better resource allocation at higher education 
institutions. Students perceived ‘access’ as the most dominant service quality 
factor, which refers to approachability, ease of contact, availability and 
convenience. Later, Firdaus (2006b) polished the originally six-dimensional scale 
down to a five-dimensional service quality scale for the higher education industry: 
the modified scale considered the academic, non-academic service, program issues, 
access and reputation aspects of the university as ‘understanding’ could not be 
sustained as a stable service quality dimension. Based on a sample of 409 students 
from six Malaysian universities, only access served as a predictor of service quality. 
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Firdaus (2006b) and Brochado (2009) compared multiple service quality 
instruments, such as HEdPERF, SERVPERF, the moderating scale of HEdPERF-
SERVPERF and SERVQUAL in the context of higher education to determine 
which is the most robust in terms of unidimensionality, reliability, validity and 
explained variance. In this research Firdaus (2006b) used the original 41 item 
HEdPERF scale (only used the 28 items which were generated from literature, as 
the remaining 13 questions were adapted from SERVPERF already) and slightly 
adjusted 22 perception-items extracted from the SERVPERF scale (Cronin & 
Taylor 1992) to the higher education setting. Using a 7-point Likert scale, 
respondents were asked to rate overall service quality, satisfaction, future visits and 
3 open ended questions further encouraged students to give feedback on how 
services could be improved. 381 valid responses were analysed from 6 Malaysian 
tertiary institutions and 4 dimensions emerged in the merged HEdPERF-
SERVPERF scale (Firdaus, 2006b: p.38): non-academic aspects, academic aspects, 
reliability and empathy. The HEdPERF-SERVPERF scale is essentially combined 
from two HEdPERF dimensions (non-academic and academic) and two 
SERVPERF dimensions (empathy and reliability).  
Faizan et al (2016) stated the: 
‘The results of both these studies concluded that the measurement of service 
quality by means of the HEdPERF method yielded more reliable estimations, 
greater criterion and construct validity, better explained variance, and 
consequently, HEdPERF was found to be a better fit than the other two 
instruments.’ (p. 72).  
 
Faizan et al. (2016) investigated the effect of the HEdPERF service quality factors 
on international student satisfaction and the subsequent influence of satisfaction on 
loyalty and university image. Based on the HEdPERF dimensions Arrivabene 
(2019: p.197-198) examined 206 respondents in Brazilian publicly traded for profit 
universities and found that the following variables were the most important 
influencers of student satisfaction confirming the below five service quality 
dimensions previously defined in the original HEdPERF model of Firdaus (2006a): 
academic aspects, non-academic aspects, access and reputation. 
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As a critique to Firdaus (2006a; 2006b), Law (2013) found that SERVPERF was 
more appropriate than the higher education industry specific HEdPERF in a study 
involving Hong Kong HEIs. Considering the nuances that may lead to the success 
of one scale over another, it is worth exploring the further extension and 
reconsideration of the HEdPERF scale. Kashif et al. (2016) noted that the 
HEdPERF model, regardless of being a higher education specific service quality 
scale, did not dominate the industry because it was too similar to SERVPERF. 
Instead of HEdPERF in some recent studies modified SERVQUAL scales were 
used to measure service quality (Calvo-Porral et al, 2013; Shekarchizadeh et al, 
2011), however all of these modified SERVQUAL scales failed to reproduce many 
of the traditional SERVQUAL dimensions. Kashif et al (2016) notes that all of these 
scales ignored the local cultural context, for instance how a certain culture perceives 
the traditional service quality dimensions. Firdaus (2006b) found that higher 
education providers should focus on the service quality dimensions which are 
perceived to be the most important for students, which fosters stronger relationships 
with current and future students (Hanaysha et al, 2011). 
Acknowledging the importance of the growing number of international students 
across the world, in the next section the culturally sensitive service quality 
measurement scales are discussed. 
 
2.4.6. Culturally sensitive scales in higher education 
The SERVQUAL instrument is based on modern western cultural values, 
consequently it has limited validity in different cultural environments (Ladhari, 
2008). It is recommended to increase the cultural sensitivity of service quality 
measurement scales (Kashif et al, 2016) to capture cultural nuances such as the 
interpretation of service quality dimensions in high-context and low-context 
cultures (Laroche et al, 2004). Imrie et al (2002) found that culture has an impact 
on service quality perceptions, as these perceptions are rooted in and shaped by the 
nation specific social system instilled in consumer thinking. (Hofstede, 1997).  
 
Accordingly, cultural factors must be considered when developing a service quality 
measurement instrument (Furrer et al, 2000). Kashif and Cheewakrakokbit (2018) 
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investigated service quality, satisfaction and loyalty in the higher education context 
with a 31-item scale of which 3 student satisfaction and 3 student loyalty items were 
taken from their previous research (Kashif et al, 2016) and 25 items were applied 
from the PAKSERV scale developed by Raajpoot (2004). The PAKSERV scale 
interpreted service quality in the local culture, specifically in an Asian cultural 
setting and identified 3 non-western dimensions besides the original SERVQUAL 
dimensions of tangibility, reliability and assurance: sincerity, personalization and 
formality. While generic and adapted service quality measures have their merits and 
use, higher education industry specific measurement scales such as HEdPERF and 
PAKSERV provide more reliable results when measuring the service quality 
perceptions of international students. 
 
2.4.7. Measuring service quality in higher education 
Service quality scales were collected and categorized by the chosen approach and 
scale type to measure service quality dimensions (Table 12.). In terms of scale type, 
some researchers applied the original main dimensions of the SERVQUAL and 
SERVPERF instruments, and others slightly changed the wording of the service 
quality attributes. Further narrowing the focus, most of the listed scales were 
specifically designed to measure service quality in the higher education context, 
and in addition to that, some considered the local cultural settings and aimed to 
establish a scale that is sensitive to cultural differences. 
 
Table 12. Summary of service quality scales 
Author(s) 
and year published 
Service quality 
scale 
Service quality dimensions 
Generic services 
Parasuraman et al 
(1985; 1988; 1994) 
SERVQUAL responsiveness, assurance, empathy, tangibility, 
reliability 
 Taylor & Cronin 
(1992) 
SERVPERF 
Arambewela (2006) SERVQUAL 
adapted 
responsiveness, assurance, empathy, tangibility, 
reliability Costas & Vrana (2008) 
Higher education specific 
Firdaus (2006a) HEdPERF academic aspects, non-academic aspects, 









academic, non-academic service, program issues, 
access and reputation 
Tahar (2008) - the ability to create career opportunities, issues of 
the program, cost/time, physical aspects and 
location 




education, social orientation, economic 
considerations, image and prestige 
Tsinidou et al (2010) - academic staff, administrative services, library 
services, curriculum structure, location, facilities 
and career prospects 
Afzal et al (2010) - design, delivery and assessment, academic 
facilities, non-academic facilities, recognition, 
guidance, student representation, study 
opportunities and group size 
Sultan & Wong (2010) - dependability, effectiveness, capability, 
efficiency, competencies, assurance, unusual 
situation management and semester-syllabus 
 
Fernandes et al (2013) 
- quality of teaching, programme organization, 
management and academic support, services and 
facilities 
Parahoo et al (2013) - university reputation, faculty academic 
competence, faculty communications, interactions 
among students, student interactions with admin 
and IT staff, service quality of electronic 
communications 
Suleyman (2014) - behavioural aspects, academic aspects, access and 
academic support 
Faizan et al (2016) HEdPERF academic aspects, non-academic aspects, access, 
academic programs, reputation 
Arrivabene (2019) HEdPERF 
based 
academic aspects, non-academic aspects, access, 
academic programs, reputation 
Gibson (2010) - academic staff/teaching, classes and curriculum, 
advising support, skills developed by students, 
preparation for future, services and facilities, 
social integration, student centeredness and 
responsiveness, pre-enrolment factors 
Letcher & Neves 
(2010) 
- self-confidence, curriculum and instruction and 
classes, quality of teaching of subject matter, 
extracurricular activities and career opportunities, 
student advising, quality of teaching and 
instructor feedback, computing facilities and 
student quality and interaction 
Sultan & Wong (2013) SERVPERF 
based 
academic, administrative and facilities 
Frederic et al (2019) UnivQual curriculum, services and facilities, skills 
development 
Culture specific 
Raajpoot (2004) PAKSERV tangibility, reliability, assurance, sincerity, 






sincerity, formality, personalization 
Source: own construction 
 
Based on the evidence provided by previous researchers (Cronin & Taylor, 1992; 
Babakus & Boller, 1992; Dabholkar et al, 2000; Fernandes et al, 2013), in this 
dissertation the SERVPERF service quality measurement approach is accepted, 
where service quality is an attitude which is an antecedent of satisfaction. The 
service quality instrument of the dissertation is based on the HEdPERF scale 
(Firdaus 2006a; 2006b), and the applied scale items are from the research of Faizan 
et al (2016). Faizan et al (2016) successfully incorporated the most important 
academic factors, non-academic factors of service quality and used an instrument 
that connected perceived service quality to customer satisfaction and loyalty, which 





Customer satisfaction occupies a central place in the service quality, satisfaction, 
loyalty measurement models, accordingly it is one of the key constructs of the 
dissertation. In this section first the customer satisfaction definitions are discussed, 
followed by the satisfaction measurement scales in the higher education setting, 
with a particular focus on international students. 
 
2.5.1. Customer satisfaction definitions 
Customer satisfaction is a complex construct and accordingly, there is a constant 
debate on its definition (Hetesi & Kürtösi, 2008). Satisfaction with an entity, for 
instance a product, is based on experience (Oliver, 1997; Elliot & Healy, 2001). 
Hunt (1977: p.459) defined satisfaction as: ‘(…) a consumer’s post purchase 
evaluation of the overall service experience (process and outcome)’. Oliver (1997) 
defined satisfaction similarly, as  
‘…the consumer’s fulfilment response or the degree to which the level of 
fulfilment was pleasant or unpleasant. It is an affective (emotional) state of feeling 
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reaction in which the consumer’s needs, desires and expectations during the 
course of the service experiences have been met or exceeded.’ (p.13) 
 
Many researchers agree that satisfaction is a state of mind felt by someone whose 
expectations were fulfilled by the experienced performance or outcome (Arif & 
Ilyas, 2013; Kotler & Clarke, 1987). Beyond that, Churchill and Suprenant (1982) 
claimed that satisfaction is a multi-attribute construct, as in case of high-
involvement services (such as higher education) the perceived risk is high and the 
customer has multiple layers of expectations connected to different parts of the 
service (Barber and Venkatraman, 1986). In line with the inferences from the 
previous student as a customer section, in the higher education industry students are 
the main customers (Sultan & Wong, 2013), as they search, compare alternatives 
and purchase services (Kuh & Hu, 2001) and accordingly education providers have 
to meet or exceed the students’ (customers) expectations (Grossman, 1999). In case 
of higher education, satisfaction is often neglected after the students enrolled, 
however it was found that satisfaction is crucial to retain customers as well 
(Hofmeister-Tóth et al, 2003).  
 
The expectancy-disconfirmation theory and related models dominated the field 
before the millennium (Arambewela, 2003; Bolton et al, 1999; Oliver 1996; 
Parasuraman et al, 1994; Oliver, 1980) and are still often used by researchers to 
measure student satisfaction (Kaldenberg et al, 1998; Stukalina 2012; Vangelis & 
Hill, 2019). Elliot and Healy (2001) asserted that student satisfaction is a short-term 
attitude stemming from the experienced educational service, while Alves and 
Raposo (2007) defined satisfaction as an extent to which the HEI was able to 
correspond with student expectations, needs and wishes. 
Based on the expectation-disconformity paradigm (Oliver, 1980) the satisfaction 
with the host institution could be defined by the discrepancy between the initially 
expected and perceived quality throughout the study program. In case the perceived 
quality reaches or exceeds the expectations, the customer will be satisfied with the 
institution, alternatively in case the expectations are not met, the customer will be 
dissatisfied.  
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The relationship between service quality and satisfaction had been intensely 
debated among researchers, service quality and satisfaction are similar, but distinct 
concepts (Tsoukatos & Rand 2007). Numerous studies Parasuraman et al (1988), 
Bolton and Drew (1991) and Athiyaman (1997) considered that service quality 
stems from customer satisfaction, while other studies from Cronin and Taylor 
(1992), Carman (1990) claimed that service quality is an antecedent of customer 
satisfaction. More recent researches confirmed that service quality is an antecedent 
to satisfaction, particularly when multiple constructs are involved in the overall 
measurement model (Faizan et al, 2016). In this dissertation service quality is 
handled as antecedent of satisfaction (Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Fernandes et al, 
2013). The satisfaction definitions are summarized in Table 13. below. 
 
Table 13. Summary of satisfaction definitions 
Author(s) and year published Satisfaction definition 
Hunt (1977) post purchase evaluation of the overall service 
experience (process and outcome) 
Oliver (1980) the discrepancy between the initially expected and 
perceived quality 
Churchill and Surprenant (1982) multi-attribute construct, where many service attributes 
can be summed up 
Kotler and Clarke (1987) 
Arif and Ilyas (2013) 
state of mind felt by someone whose expectations were 
fulfilled by the experienced performance or outcome 
Oliver (1997) fulfilment response, the degree to which the level of 
fulfilment is pleasant or unpleasant 
Athiyaman (1997) short-term attitude, an evaluation of a transaction 
specific consumption experience during the service 
delivery 
Elliot and Healy, 2001 short-term attitude stemming from the experienced 
education service 
Alves and Raposo (2007)  the extent to which the HEI was able to correspond 
with student expectations, needs and wishes 
Source: own construction 
 
2.5.2. Satisfaction construct in higher education 
Higher education satisfaction scales became widely researched after the millennium 
and initially focused on the generic service industry interrelationships between 
constructs such as satisfaction, loyalty and image. Satisfaction is generally accepted 
as a main antecedent to loyalty (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; 
Fernandes et al, 2013; Faizan et al, 2016; Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit, 2018) and as 
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a consequence of perceived quality (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Helgesen & Nesset, 
2007; Arambewela, 2009; Fernandes et al, 2013; Appio et al, 2013; Faizan et al, 
2016; Marimon et al, 2018; 2019). Helgesen and Nesset (2007) claimed that 
satisfaction is an antecedent to reputation, whereas in the service quality literature 
reputation is often part of the service quality construct where it is largely viewed as 
an antecedent to satisfaction. The role of satisfaction is summarized in Table 14. 
 
The host country and host institution both have a crucial impact on the study abroad 
program satisfaction of international students, however the importance and impact 
of sociocultural adaptation (Yang et al, 2017) and self-determined motivations are 
often neglected (Chirkov, 2008; Yang et al, 2017; Sheldon et al, 2017). 
International students often experience culture shock, adjustment difficulties and 
academic stress in the beginning of their study abroad program, however with 
adequate support, the host institution can further mitigate the level of culture shock 
(Dunn, 2001).  
 
Table 14. The role of the satisfaction construct 
Author(s) and year published Construct relationship The role of 
satisfaction 
Alves & Raposo (2007), Helgesen & Nesset (2007), 
Fernandes et al (2013), Appio et al (2013), Faizan 
et al (2016), Marimon et al (2018, 2019) 
Perceived quality → 
Satisfaction 
Consequence 





Yang et al (2017) Acculturation level → 
Satisfaction 
Consequence 
Alves & Raposo (2007), Helgesen & Nesset (2007), 
Fernandes et al (2013), Faizan et al (2016), 
Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit (2018) 
Satisfaction → Loyalty Antecedent 
Source: own construction 
 
To sum it up, in the theoretical framework of the current dissertation satisfaction is 
a consequence perceived service quality, acculturation and self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad, and an antecedent to loyalty. Customer 
satisfaction can lead to purchase, retention, repeat purchase, loyalty and word-of-
mouth (Arambewela, 2006; Athiyaman, 2000). In the next section the role of loyalty 
and word of mouth is discussed in the HE context. 
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2.5.3. Measuring satisfaction in higher education 
Regardless of the heated discussion about the role of satisfaction, most researchers 
agree that student satisfaction serves as a key performance indicator of service 
quality (Faizan et al, 2016). Understanding the formula to enhancing international 
student satisfaction, including their motivations and expectations (Cadd, 2012), 
their needs beyond academics, provides a competitive advantage for institutions 
(Borzooei & Asgari, 2014; Douglas et al, 2008). This holistic approach is the 
necessary theoretical base to offer modern international student services (Dungy & 
Gordon, 2011).  
As it is show in table 15, Alves and Raposo (2007) and Marimon (2018) used global 
indicators such as overall satisfaction and correspondence to needs and wishes. 
Many researchers relied on the expectation-disconfirmation paradigm of Oliver 
(1980), introducing scale items that measure the satisfaction level minus 
expectations (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007) and combined it with global satisfaction 
indicators (Paharoo et al, 2013) or referenced the initial expectations of students 
(Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit, 2018). In a multi-attribute view the choice of 
customers can be broken down to affective, cognitive and conative aspects of 
satisfaction, capturing a more robust satisfaction construct (Faizan et al, 2016; 
Arrivabene, 2019). 
 




Alves & Raposo 
(2007) 
Global level of satisfaction 
Correspondence to needs and wishes 
Helgesen & 
Nesset (2007) 
Satisfaction with the university college (spontaneous judgment) 
Satisfaction with the university college in general 
Satisfaction with the university college compared with expectations 
Satisfaction with the university college compared with an ideal one 
Paharoo et al 
(2013) 
Overall satisfaction: I’m satisfied with the degree 
I am very satisfied with the services provided by my university 
My university has met my expectations 
The university has fulfilled my aspirations 
My university has met my needs 
Faizan et al 
(2016) 
I am satisfied with my decision to register at this university  
My choice to choose this university was a wise one  
I think I did the right thing when I chose to study at this university 
I feel that my experience with this university has been enjoyable 





Assuming the entire experience with this university, I am satisfied 
In general, my satisfaction levels related to current university is high 
This university has exceeded my expectations in offering quality education 
Arrivabene 
(2019) 
My choice of this university was wise (rational decision) 
I think I did the right thing in choosing to study at this university 
My experience with this university has been agreeable 
Source: own construction 
 
Considering the high service lead time in the education industry (Marimon et al, 
2018), the performance minus expectations theoretical framework provides neither 
convenient nor reliable measurement for HEI services (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). In 
this dissertation satisfaction is conceptualized as a multi-attribute construct 
(Churchill and Surprenant, 1982), considering the affective, cognitive and conative 
aspects (Hennig-Thurau et al, 2002) in the form of scale items starting with “I think” 
or “I feel” (Faizan et al, 2016) combined with a global satisfaction indicator. In 
addition to that, the host institution specific satisfaction item from Paharoo (2013) 
is added, with a similarly phrased question about the host country. 
 
2.6.Loyalty and Word of Mouth 
 
Loyalty is a key objective for most HEIs, as it has been proven that loyal customers 
are more likely to engage in repeated purchase and tend to spread positive word-of-
mouth (WOM). In this section the loyalty and WOM definitions are discussed, 
followed by the loyalty measurement scale applied in the dissertation.  
 
2.6.1. Loyalty and WOM definitions 
As it was previously established, loyalty is an important consequence of customer 
satisfaction, taking organizations a step further to increase repeated purchases and 
positive WOM, however there is no consensus on the definition of loyalty and 
WOM (Dick & Basu 1994; Jacoby & Chestnut 1978; Reichheld & Sasser, 1990; 
Oliver, 1997). In the 1960s loyalty was considered as repeat purchase behaviour 
and later on a behavioural approach was adopted. Jacoby and Kyner (1973) defined 
loyalty as (in Blut et al, 2007):  
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‘a biased (non-random) repeat purchase of a specific brand (from a set of 
alternatives) over time by a consumer, using a deliberate evaluation process’ 
(p.726).  
 
A biased purchase is evident when the customer is aware of better or cheaper service 
alternatives offered on the market, however still remains committed to the 
organization. Originally, loyalty was a unidimensional construct, however further 
investigating the influence of belief, affect and intention, Dick and Basu (1994) 
identified cognitive, affective and conative antecedents of relative attitude, which 
have a major impact on loyalty, and at the same time loyalty invokes behavioural 
consequences. Oliver (1997) investigated the elements of loyalty and defined it as:  
‘…a deeply held commitment to rebuy or re-patronize a preferred product or 
service consistently in the future, despite situational influences and marketing 
efforts having the potential to cause switching behaviour.’ (p.392) 
 
Based on Oliver (1997) customer loyalty can be divided into a sequence of 
attitudinal elements, such as cognitive loyalty (based on knowledge), affective 
loyalty (based on emotions) and conative loyalty (based on intention or effort) and 
behavioural loyalty, which is action loyalty based on re-purchase. At each stage of 
loyalty different influencing factors appear: cognitive loyalty relies on the 
perceived value, which is perceived quality and the cost of service, hence customers 
tend to easily switch to alternative offers on the market with a better cost-benefit 
ratio. Next, affective loyalty assumes a positive attitude towards the organization, 
leading to customer satisfaction, and accordingly it is harder for competitors to 
convert customers, however it is possible with a compelling brand communication. 
In the third stage of the sequence conative loyalty refers to the desire to intend a 
certain action, for instance repurchase or openly express a positive opinion (WOM) 
about the organization. At this stage customers tend to make a considerable effort 
to engage in the purchase, without considering alternative offerings. In the final 
stage the action loyalty means that customer does the re-purchase. Zeithaml et al 
(1996) operationalized conative loyalty as a combination of repurchase intention 
and word-of mouth intention.  
65 
Hennig-Thurau et al (2002) also confirmed that loyalty comprises of attitudinal and 
behavioural components, where the attitudinal component encompasses cognitive, 
affective and conative dimensions and the behavioural component relates to the 
purchasing decision. In similar categorization, Kaur and Soch (2013) also found 
that loyalty is often defined two ways: the behavioural and attitudinal senses. The 
attitudinal sense refers to the short-lived preference or emotional commitment 
towards an organization, measured by the intention to re-purchase or 
recommendation of the service (WOM), acceptance of higher prices, and choosing 
the service of the organization over better alternatives on the market. On the other 
hand, the behavioural sense assumes the potential to build a trusted relationship 
with the organization, where the key performance indicators are the repeated 
purchase and long-term commitment on the customer’s side.  
Word-of-mouth is a post-purchase action, when customers share their service 
experiences with their friends or relatives (Ladhari, 2007), which is associated with 
the conative level of loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994; Zeithaml, 1996; Oliver, 1997) or 
in the wider conceptualization of the loyalty construct, it is part of attitudinal loyalty 
(Kaur & Soch, 2013). The loyalty definitions are summarized in Table 16. 
 
Table 16. Summary of loyalty definitions 
Author(s) and year 
published 
Loyalty element(s) Marketing outcome(s) 
Jacoby & Kyner (1973) unidimensional: behavioural 
approach 
biased repeat purchase 
Reichheld & Sasser 
(1990) 
unidimensional: low-defect or 
‘zero defect’ 
biased repeat purchase 
positive word-of-mouth 
Dick & Basu (1994) 
Zeithaml et al 1996 
multidimensional: relative 
attitude (cognitive, affective, 
conative); behavioural attitude 
biased repeat purchase 
positive word-of-mouth 
Oliver (1997), Hennig-
Thurau et al (2002)  
Kaur & Soch (2013) 
multidimensional:  
attitudinal loyalty (cognitive, 
affective, conative);  
action loyalty: behavioural 
biased repeat purchase 
positive word-of-mouth 
patronize a preferred service 
trusted relationship with the brand 




trusted relationship with the brand,  
positive word-of-mouth 
re-purchase (or a combination of 
these) 
Source: own construction 
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Student loyalty has strategic importance for higher education institutions (Hennig-
Thurau et al, 2002) and in the long run it is expected to positively relate to student 
satisfaction and institution performance (Zeithaml, 2000; Helgesen, 2006; 
Athiyaman, 1997). Institutions have to manage the perception of service 
performance to improve students’ attitude towards the institution (Bagozzi, 1992) 
and avoid decreasing satisfaction and loyalty which could result in negative word 
of mouth (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002). 
In this dissertation the loyalty definition of Oliver (1997) is accepted, keeping 
loyalty and WOM as one construct (Fernandes et al, 2013), as multi-attribute item 
with attitudinal and behavioural elements, where WOM is part of attitudinal 
(conative) loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994; Zeithaml, 1996; Oliver, 1997). 
 
2.6.2. Loyalty construct in higher education 
There is substantial higher education industry research supporting that customer 
satisfaction influences loyalty (Douglas et al, 2008; Alves & Raposo, 2010; 
Helgesen & Nesset, 2011; Faizan et al. 2016; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017; Kashif 
& Cheewakrakokbit, 2018) and higher education institutions can increase the 
loyalty of international students by properly managing all service touchpoints 
(Arrivabene et al, 2019). The role of the loyalty construct in the dissertation is 
summarized in Table 17. 
Alves and Raposo (2007) found that satisfaction was an antecedent to loyalty, and 
that loyalty was an antecedent of WOM, however they did not find a significant 
direct connection between satisfaction and WOM, suggesting that word-of-mouth 
is only a consequence of loyalty. Other researchers conceptualized loyalty as a 
single construct (Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019), 
which is in line with the conceptualization of Oliver (1997), where purchase 
intention and word-of-mouth are on the same conative level of attitudinal loyalty. 
Since Alves and Raposo (2007) were not able to identify a direct connection 
between satisfaction and word-of-mouth, there does not appear to be much added 
value in separating the loyalty construct (as WOM is only a consequence of loyalty). 
Hence in the current dissertation the loyalty construct will be considered as a single 
construct, incorporating WOM in itself. 
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Table 17. The role of the loyalty and WOM constructs 
Author(s) and year published Construct 
connections 
The connection between 
loyalty and WOM 
Alves & Raposo (2007);  Loyalty → 
WOM 
2 constructs 
Fernandes et al (2013); Helgesen & Nesset (2007); 
Faizan et al (2016); Zhou et al (2016); Shahsavar 
& Sudzina (2017); Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit 






Source: own construction 
 
The importance of WOM may differ from one service to another depending on the 
level of involvement with the service purchase, however it is clear that WOM has 
a major role in the education industry (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Word of mouth 
from relatives and friends is a key determinant in the host institution choice (Pimpa, 
2008). Institutions have an opportunity to be part of this organic line of 
recommendation in case they successfully engage with potential study abroad 
students (Markos-Kujbus & Gáti, 2012). Future international students will ask past 
international students about their study abroad experiences, hence it is crucial for 
HEIs to gather the opinion of international students while they are studying at the 
HEI (Malota & Gyulavári, 2018) so WOM could be managed to some extent. 
 
2.6.3. Measuring loyalty and WOM in higher education 
Loyalty in the field of international higher education has to be adjusted to the 
practicalities of the industry. Even though the main goal of institutions is to increase 
enrolment, they offer academic mobility programs as a selling point, involving 
many partner institutions to add variety to their offered domestic programs. In the 
HE context, it is also important to consider individuals, who already finished with 
their program, as Helgesen and Nesset (2007) found that alumni loyalty may be 
even more important than the loyalty of current students. Another important 
characteristic of loyal students is that they are less likely to drop out from the 
program (Thomas, 2011), while they positively affect the teaching quality with their 
active participation on classes, more likely to give written or oral testimonials for 
the HEI, support current graduates to find employment (Rodie & Kleine, 2000). 
Moreover, loyal students also tend to recommend the program to others, continue 
with a higher level (or different) program at the institution, join alumni or 
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financially support the institution (Helgesen, 2006). Student loyalty manifested in 
the form of positive WOM, allowing the institution to stand out from the crowd 
(Zhou et al, 2016), and it leads to long-term profitability through a steady or 
increasing flow of enrolments. (Alves & Raposo, 2010; Asaduzzaman et al, 2013).  
Alves and Raposo (2007) separated the loyalty and WOM constructs (both were 
consequences of satisfaction), and used attitudinal loyalty elements for the loyalty 
constructs (re-purchase intention) and pride and willingness to recommend as 
WOM indicators. The scale items of more recent higher education loyalty 
researches have maintained the same attitudinal loyalty elements however they did 
not separate the loyalty construct from WOM, but kept them as a single construct 
(Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019). Another loyalty 
research angle was designed by Kashif and Cheewakrakokbit (2018), where only 
WOM items represented the loyalty construct as shown on Table 18. 
 




Alves and Raposo 
(2007) 
I take pride in the fact that I study at the host institution 
I would recommend to a friend 
I would choose the same host institution again 
I would choose again for a post-graduation program 
Helgesen and 
Nesset (2007) 
Probability of recommending the university college to friends/ 
acquaintances 
Probability of attending the same university college if starting from fresh 
Probability of attending new courses/further education at the university 
college 
Faizan et al 
(2016) 
I will continue at the same university if I want to start a new course 
I will continue at the same university if I want to further my education 
I will recommend this university to my friends and family 
Kashif/Cheewak-
rakokbit (2018) 
I recommend my family, friends and relatives to take advantage of the 
services offered by this university 




I’d stay at this university if I intended to change my major 
I’d stay at this university if I wanted to continue my studies (enrol in a 
graduate or specialization program) 
I’ll recommend this university to my friends and relatives respectively. 
Source: own construction 
Following the loyalty definition of Oliver (1997), in the dissertation the scale items 
of Faizan et al (2016) will be used to represent attitudinal loyalty, including WOM 
items in a single loyalty construct, with the addition of the ‘pride’ attitudinal loyalty 
scale item from Alves and Raposo (2007). 
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2.7.International student characteristics 
 
There are many satisfaction scales in the higher education industry and more recent 
models incorporated additional control factors such as motivations, behavioural 
elements, personal skills, personality types and sociocultural adaptation as well. In 
this section a range of student characteristics are discussed, which may influence 
the experienced service quality and satisfaction levels of international students. 
 
2.7.1. Demographics, personal characteristics and personality traits 
Students have to manage multiple areas in their lives besides taking care of their 
academic responsibilities, hence it is important to consider the demographic 
characteristics which may influence their choices, motivations and subsequent 
satisfaction with their study programs. Some of the most important differentiators 
are the age group, gender, study level, personality type, learning style and preceding 
grade point average (Fredericksen et al, 2000; Brokaw et al, 2004). Malota (2016) 
conducted a nationwide research in Hungary, where a range of demographic items 
were applied, such as program length, time spent abroad, major subject, financial 
status, received grants to gain further insights about international students. 
Similarly, the study level affected satisfaction, as postgraduate students tend to be 
more critical of the HEI than undergraduate students. Students participating in local 
student associations were often less satisfied with HEIs due to developing higher 
expectations while being more active and engaged in extracurricular activities. 
Lazibat et al. (2014) found that the students’ personal characteristics, engagement 
level and motivations to achieve their goals also have a positive impact on their 
study experience. Letcher and Neves (2010) identified eight service quality 
antecedents, which included the level of self-confidence at students, which was 
measured by the self-reported perception of the skills and knowledge gained during 
the study program. 
 
The Big Five personality traits are often applied when measuring the impact of 
different personality types. The measurement tool uses five characteristics, which 
are the openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and 
neuroticism (John & Srivastava, 1999). Nandi and Nicoletti (2009) found that in 
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the UK job market the traits of neuroticism and agreeableness resulted in lower 
paying jobs, while openness to experience and extraversion predicted better 
salaries. In the academic context Geramian et al (2012) examined the connection 
between academic achievements and the personality type of international students 
and found that traits of conscientiousness and openness to experience had 
significant impact on academic success. In the past years researchers have used the 
Big Five personality traits as a fundamental measure of personality, and have 
reached robust results with regards to cultural adaptation (Fang et al, 2016). Yang 
et al (2017) also found that in case of international students studying in the USA, 
extraversion predicted higher levels of basic psychological needs satisfaction, while 
neuroticism predicted lower levels of satisfaction abroad. 
Student satisfaction levels can be increased by better understanding the nature of 
the above demographics and personal characteristics of students (Gibbs 2012; 
Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017).  
 
2.7.2. Prior experiences and expectations 
Based on the student experience models from earlier researchers (Biggs, 1996; 
Parasuraman et al, 1994), Vangelis & Hill (2019) proposed to improve the 
perceived student experience by considering the various background of the ‘student 
presage’ such as prior knowledge and education, preferred ways of learning, 
abilities, country of origin, individual values and motivation. It is important to 
understand student expectations and perceptions at the earliest stage of the 
academic journey. The prospective alignment of the student experience and 
educational quality in the beginning of the educational program is expected to lead 
to an improved student experience. Accordingly, institutions should aim to explore 
and identify the student presage factors, adjust them to the teaching context, manage 
unrealistic student expectations on an ongoing basis and understand how students 
perceive quality (Vangelis & Hill, 2019).  
 
In an international setting, both personal and institutional factors (Chahal & Devi, 
2013) should be considered, including the country of origin as well, which is a key 
predictor of satisfaction and institution choice. Frederic et al (2019) found that 
students who perceived that they had a chance to develop their academic skillset 
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were more satisfied with the program, hence it is important to support students to 
obtain the desired skills in the academic environment. 
Joran (2011) claimed that domestic students focus on academics (the quality of 
education and the knowledge of professors) while international students rather aim 
to seize the opportunity for personal development, absorb the local atmosphere 
(country & city) and want build a global career. 
 
2.7.3. Measuring student characteristics in higher education 
In the dissertation the international student demographics and personal 
characteristics and personality traits are used as control variables as detailed in 
Table 19. 
Table 19. International student characteristics and demographics 
Author(s) and year published 
Type of student 
characteristics 
Measured characteristics 
Brokaw et al (2004); Fredericksen 
et al (2000) 
Student demographics 
Age, Gender, Academic 
performance 
Chahal and Devi (2013) Country of origin 
Shahsavar & Sudzina (2017) Study level 
Malota et al (2016) 
Host country, program start date, 
program length, time spent 
abroad, major subject, financial 
status, received grants 
 
Lazibat et al. (2014)  
Personal characteristics 
Goal-oriented, engagement 
Vangelis & Hill (2019) Self-confidence 
John and Srivastava (1999) 
Nandi and Nicoletti (2009) 
Geramian et al (2012)  
Fang et al (2016) 
Yang et al (2017) 
Personality traits  





Letcher and Neves (2010) 
Sultan and Wong (2012) 
 
Pre-enrolment experience with 
the host institution (first 
impressions) 
Vangelis & Hill (2019) 
Experiences prior to the 
study abroad program 
Teaching style expectation 
Vangelis & Hill (2019); Brokaw 
et al (2004); Fredericksen et al 
(2000) 
Preferred ways of learning 
Vangelis & Hill (2019) 
Realistic expectations from the 
host institution and host culture 
Letcher and Neves (2010)  Career opportunities 
Frederic et al (2019) Skillset development 
Vangelis & Hill (2019) Prior education was sufficient 
Vangelis & Hill (2019) 
Prior study abroad experience 
Prior intercultural experience 
 
Source: own construction 
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2.8.Summary of the literature review 
 
The literature review provided the context for the constructs which will be 
operationalized and measured in the dissertation. The aim of the literature review 
was to synthetize research scales and the already researched relationships between 
study abroad motivations, perceived service quality, culture shock, acculturation, 
satisfaction and loyalty in the international high education context. By identifying 
the potential theoretical gaps, the examined constructs can be summarized in a 
holistic theoretical framework to describe the study abroad program satisfaction and 
overall experience of international students. 
 
As universities receive less government funding (Zebal et al, 2012) and more 
programs target internationalization (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017), the priorities of 
universities are shifting towards recruiting and retaining international students. This 
strategy ultimately provides a source of cultural diversity while allowing 
sustainability through increased margins on program fees. International higher 
education has gained worldwide momentum in the past decades with having over 
5.5 million students studying abroad in 2018 (UNESCO 2020), accordingly, similar 
growth tendencies are seen in Hungary, as the number of hosted international 
students doubled between 2008 and 2018 (Oktatási Hivatal, 2020). With the 
abundant number of international students, the hegemony of traditional, anglophone 
and Western study abroad destinations are facing serious competition from 
developing and Eastern countries (IIE, 2017). Host countries and host institutions 
that wish to stay ahead of their competition, must invest in learning more about the 
study abroad experience of international students, preferably in a holistic manner, 
examining the country level cultural factors, the institution level academic and non-
academic factors and the personal characteristics of international students. 
 
Study abroad motivations are the starting points of the journey, where international 
students make a decision about why and where to study abroad. Motivations for 
studying abroad include personal development, cultural learning, exploring a new 
country, making international friends or nurture an international career path 
(Leutwyler & Meierhans, 2013). The push and pull factors (McMahon, 1992; 
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Mazzarol, 1998; 2002) categorized host country level and host institution level 
reasons to study abroad, evaluating factors such as the amount and availability of 
information, influencers and advisers around the student, financial and mental costs, 
physical environment, emotional environment, geographical proximity, time zone 
and travel time, social connections with relatives or friends who live(d) in the host 
country (Mazzarol, 1997). It is often difficult to decide whether the push or pull 
factors was first (or which should come first), especially when students identify 
multiple motivating factors. In order to overcome this, the theory of self-determined 
motivation for studying abroad (Sheldon et al, 2017) provided a continuum ranging 
from making a self-determined choice to losing the autonomy of decision, and 
submitting to external contingents. In the dissertation the self-determined 
motivations scale is used, where the highest autonomy is achieved through intrinsic, 
identification and positive introjected motivations, while the decision-making 
process has a low level of autonomy in case of negative introjection, external and 
amotivation (Yang et al, 2017). 
 
As soon as international students arrived to their host destination, they start to 
familiarize themselves with the new cultural environment and often face some 
degree of culture shock (Oberg, 1960). While instantly losing the usual supporting 
network of family and friends (Chaney & Martin, 2011), the newly encountered 
norms, values, language, behaviour or people of the local culture (Malota, 2013) 
and fellow international students may cause a great deal of mental and even physical 
inconvenience (Hidasi, 2004). Culture shock often manifests in the forms of 
perceived discrimination, homesickness, perceived hate, rejection, fear or stress due 
to the change and the sense of guilt for leaving behind people in the home country 
(Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994). Mumford (1998) categorized culture shock into core 
elements that are perceived by the individual (disgust, acceptance, stress, confusion, 
lack of support) and the interpersonal elements, which are related to the interactions 
with members of the host culture. Previous studies focused on clinical treatments 
for culture shock (Brown et al, 1975), however more recent findings offer 
frameworks around stress coping mechanisms and cultural learning (Ward & 
Furnham, 2001), claiming that international students can acquire the culturally 
appropriate skills to overcome the shocking experiences (Zhou et al, 2008). The 
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acculturation strategy of international students can be categorized by the level of 
host culture and home culture identification (Berry, 1994), where integration is the 
most desired strategy, with high level of home and host culture identification. In 
case international students experienced more intense shock in the host culture 
(Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994), it was expected to be more difficult for them to adapt 
to their new environment (Wilson et al, 2017). Considering the simplicity and 
validity, the scale of Mumford (1998) is used in the dissertation to measure culture 
shock. 
The acculturation strategy (Berry, 1997) of international students depends on the 
willingness to connect in multiple ways with the host culture (Chirkov, 2007; 
Dentakos et al, 2016) and its outcome is expected to largely define the study abroad 
experience. Over the last decades, multiple models have emerged to describe the 
sociocultural adaptation of international students, starting from a U-curve (Oberg, 
1960) to the upward spiral of stress-adaptation-growth model (Kim, 2001), which 
were based on the perceived stress. Other researchers focused on the culture 
learning aspect, where acculturation was measured with the behavioural outcome, 
the sociocultural adaptation of international students (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). The 
acculturation scale, measuring sociocultural adaptation through the competence of 
international students in different cultures was revised and simplified by Wilson 
(2013) and it will be used in the dissertation. 
Arguably, a key aspect of studying abroad is the academic services provided by the 
host institution. Service quality has been a widely researched marketing construct 
with various measurement models considering expectations, such as the 
SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et al, 1988) or the performance only scale of the 
SERVPERF approach (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). In order to obtain more accurate 
results, higher education specific measurement scales have emerged, for instance 
the HEdPERF (Firdaus, 2006a; 2006b) which was further polished by more recent 
research results (Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019). These scales consider the 
most important aspects of academic and faculty related service delivery, university 
reputation, access to services and the overall program offering, and some 
researchers created culturally sensitive scales as well (Raajpoot, 2014). The 
connection between service quality and acculturation have been under researched, 
however it appears that the perceived quality of services can be impacted by the 
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level of acculturation (Chirkov, 2008). In case international students acquire the 
necessary cultural competence (Wilson, 2013; Wilson et al, 2017), it is expected 
that they can focus more on the academic aspects and make the most of the service 
offerings of the host institution, leading to higher levels of satisfaction (Yang et al, 
2017). In the dissertation adapted version of the HEdPERF scale (Faizan et al, 2016) 
as it includes the most important academic and non-academic factors and measure 
their interrelationship with satisfaction and loyalty. 
Satisfaction is an important marketing construct: companies, universities and 
various organizations have been measuring it for almost a century. It is 
conceptualized as a multi-attribute phenomenon (Churchill & Suprenant, 1982) and 
it has often been often utilized as the main indicator of success in international 
higher education as well as in various industries (Oliver, 1997; Alves & Raposo, 
2007). In the dissertation the satisfaction has a central role and will be measured 
both as overall host country and host institution satisfaction indicators (Paharoo et 
al, 2013) combined with the multi-attribute version of the host institution 
satisfaction scale (Faizan et al, 2016). 
The interrelationship between self-determined motivations, acculturation and 
satisfaction in the higher education is scarcely researched. As the satisfaction 
construct is in the centre of the current dissertation, in the proposed holistic 
theoretical framework satisfaction is influenced by the earlier described self-
determined motivations for studying abroad (Yang et al, 2017), the acculturation 
level of international students (Wilson et al, 2013) and the perceived service quality 
as well (Faizan et al, 2016). Loyalty is also a well-known consequence of customer 
satisfaction (Fernandes et al, 2013; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007), and it has an 
important role in the dissertation, as the attitudinal loyalty elements, including 
word-of-mouth (Faizan et al, 2016) are key for universities when recruiting 
international students. 
There are various moderators included in the research to gain more insight about 
international student satisfaction. Some of the most important differentiators are the 
age group, gender, study level, personality type, learning style and preceding grade 
point average (Fredericksen et al, 2000; Brokaw et al, 2004). Malota (2016) 
conducted a nationwide research in Hungary, where a range of demographic items 
were applied, such as program length, time spent abroad, major subject, financial 
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status, received grants to gain further insights about international students. Vangelis 
& Hill (2019) proposed to improve the perceived student experience by considering 
the various background of the ‘student presage’ such as prior knowledge and 
education, preferred ways of learning, abilities, country of origin, individual values 
and motivation. It is important to understand student expectations and perceptions 
at the earliest stage of the academic journey. 
The Big Five personality traits are often applied when measuring the impact of 
different personality types. The measurement tool uses five characteristics, which 
are the openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and 
neuroticism (John & Srivastava, 1999). In the academic context Geramian et al 
(2012) examined the connection between academic achievements and the 
personality type of international students and found that traits of conscientiousness 
and openness to experience had significant impact on academic success. Yang et al 
(2017) also found that in case of international students studying in the USA, 
extraversion predicted higher levels of basic psychological needs satisfaction, while 
neuroticism predicted lower levels of satisfaction abroad. 
 
2.8.1. Proposed theoretical framework 
The extant literature is abundant when considering each construct separately, 
however there is a varying level of evidence for their interrelationship in the higher 
education industry. There is already a well-established connection between 
perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty in the service industry, and also, 
motivations, culture shock and acculturation are well-researched in the fields of 
psychology with a range of individual level international student characteristics as 
control variables.  
The novelty of the dissertation is that it applies a holistic approach to examine the 
study abroad program satisfaction and overall experience of international students, 
accounting for the host country culture, host institution services and the 
international student characteristics as well. The dissertation aims to find the 
connection between these layers with the proposed theoretical framework.  
Based on the literature review there is a connection between these constructs which 
can be measured with a range of indicators, using validated scale items (see 
Appendix 2.). 
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Figure 8. Theoretical framework of the dissertation 
 
Source: own construction 
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The middle section (light orange colour) of the model (Figure 8) represents the 
core of the research, which is the direct line connection between self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad (Yang et al, 2017), satisfaction, and the connection 
between satisfaction and loyalty (Paharoo, 2013; Faizan et al, 2016). The start of 
the journey (motivations) is expected to impact the overall study abroad program, 
including the perceived quality of services, acculturation and satisfaction. Amidst 
the fierce competition for students (Arambewela & Hall, 2009), it is imperative for 
HEIs to have satisfied customers (students), who then, as loyal ambassadors, can 
spread positive word-of-mouth about the institution. 
 
The top section of the model discusses the host country layer, including the 
experienced culture shock (Mumford, 1998) in the host country and the level of 
acculturation of international students (Wilson, 2013). As mentioned earlier, there 
is a lack of research that would use acculturation as a mediator between self-
determined motivations and satisfaction.  
Furthermore, as the level of acculturation is primarily defined by the experienced 
cultural gap that must be filled (Malota, 2013), the culture shock impacts the level 
of acculturation. The importance of acculturation lies in gaining insights about the 
behaviour of international students. It is uncovering details such as how competent 
they felt in their social interactions, whether they understood their personal and 
wider social environment, to what extent were they able to communicate and 
behave in a culturally appropriate manner (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 
1999; Wilson, 2013). Culturally competent behaviour will result in positive 
feedback from the host culture, a sense of acceptance and belonging, which can in 
turn impact the level of satisfaction, defining the overall study abroad experience 
and the satisfaction with the host institution at the same time. 
 
The bottom left section details the elements of the perceived service quality, which 
is considered as another key mediator to satisfaction. The service quality items 
represent the key touchpoints with international students via teachers (academic 
aspects), administrative staff (non-academic aspects), the timely deliveries and 
availability of the faculty staff (access), course or program specific deliverables 
(program issues) and the reputation of the institution (Faizan et al, 2016). 
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International students tend to be top of their class and head out to study abroad with 
a competitive mindset, which is not restricted to the pure academic knowledge, but 
networking gains and access to resources or courses they could not get in their home 
countries. Accordingly, the host institution has a great responsibility and can 
significantly impact the overall experience of international students.  
 
The bottom right section comprises of the personal characteristics of international 
students. It is important to understand the personal background of international 
students and their dominating personality traits, so the HEI offerings and marketing 
activities may be more effective. In the dissertation the basic demographics 
(Malota, 2016) and the personal background (previous experience and preparation) 
are considered (Vangelis & Hill, 2019) with the addition of the personality traits of 
international students (Nandi & Nicoletti, 2009), which is also rarely researched. 
In the next section the details of the empirical research are discussed, which 
included both qualitative and quantitative research phases. 
 
 
3. EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 
 
 
The empirical research of the dissertation aims to explore and confirm the strength 
and significance of the relationships between the constructs summarized in the 
literature review. In this section, first the research plan is introduced starting with 
the research questions, the overarching research design and the timeline. Secondly 
the qualitative research sample, in-depth interview method and thematic content 
analysis are discussed, closing with the results gathered in the qualitative research 
phase.  
In the quantitative phase the proposed theoretical framework and research model 
are discussed through the hypotheses derived from the extant literature and the 
initial qualitative research results. The quantitative sampling, data collection and 
structural equation modelling method are detailed, and then the attained results are 





In this section the research plan is discussed, including the main research questions 
and sub questions, the research philosophy and strategy, and the research timeline 
of the qualitative and quantitative research phases. 
 
3.1.1. Research questions 
As discussed in the introduction, the main research question of the dissertation is: 
 
What are the most important host country culture, host institution service and 
individual level factors when measuring the relationship between self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad, satisfaction and the loyalty of international 
students? 
 
The identified sub questions of the main research question: 
1. What are the most important motivations for studying abroad and is 
there a direct connection to satisfaction? Does satisfaction have an 
impact on the loyalty of international students? 
2. Does the level of acculturation mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? Does the 
level of acculturation also mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and the perceived service 
quality? 
3. What are the most important culture shock factors for international 
students and does culture shock impact the acculturation? 
4. Does perceived service quality mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? 
5. Do demographics, personal characteristics and personality traits of 
international students have an impact on satisfaction? 
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The aim of the empirical research is to explore and confirm the relationships 
between the constructs discussed throughout the literature review and condensed in 
the research model. The research results will enrich the fields of marketing and 
psychology in the context of the international higher education industry by offering 
a holistic framework to describe the study abroad program satisfaction and overall 
experience. At the same time HEIs can benefit from the results by focusing on the 
key improvement areas that will empower international students to make the most 
of their time while studying abroad, turning them into advocates of the institution. 
 
3.1.2. Research design 
For the purpose of the research the critical realist research philosophy was adopted, 
aiming to explain what we see in the world through understanding the underlying 
structures of reality. Reality has multiple layers and not all of them are observable, 
but it is possible to identify them by understanding the social world and its 
structures (Saunders et al, 2009). 
In line with the critical realist research philosophy an epistemological relativism 
was adopted, accepting that knowledge is a social construct created by people 
(Bhaskar, 1989). The social actors are continually forming the researched social 
phenomena of the dissertation (motivations, culture shock, acculturation, service 
quality, satisfaction and loyalty) and their meanings, ‘constructing’ them in a 
subjective manner throughout history, thus multiple realities may exist depending 
on the observer. Accordingly, the influence of the sociocultural background and 
experiences of the researcher must be minimized to obtain as objective results as 
possible (Saunders et al, 2009). 
In terms of research approach, the abductive approach was utilized, meaning that 
the applied epistemological view asserts that theories and empirical research are in 
constant interaction, where the analysis of exploratory data serves as a source for 
new idea generation. 
 
The dissertation applies the mixed-methods research methodology, where the 
research phases complement each other, thus creating synergies that can contribute 
to more consistent and higher quality research results (Tashakkory and Teddlie, 
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2003). In the research both theoretical and methodological triangulations were 
applied in the form of various literature synthesis, followed by qualitative and 
quantitative research phases as well (Venkatesh et al 2013; Berg & Lune, 2012). 
Considering the gaps in the literature with regards to the connection between study 
abroad motivations, acculturation, culture shock and perceived service quality, 
satisfaction and loyalty constructs, the mixed-method research is expected to bring 
the best results. In the next section the research phases are discussed. 
 
3.1.3. Research timeline 
Prior to the qualitative and quantitative research phases a thorough literature review 
was carried out, serving as a base for the theoretical framework of the dissertation. 
The literature review also aimed to identify the most appropriate research methods, 
find validated measurement scales for each construct, and to gain a deeper 
understanding of the potential connections between motivations for studying 
abroad, culture shock, acculturation, perceived service quality, satisfaction, loyalty 
and the personal characteristics of international students. 
 
The qualitative and quantitative research phases followed each other in a sequence. 
The results of the qualitative data collection and analysis were incorporated in the 
research model development and the subsequent quantitative research phase. The 
details of the applied research methods are discussed at the respective phases. The 
research timeline is summarized in Table 20. 
 
Table 20. Research timeline 
Research 
strategy 












Research model preparation, 
exploring dimensions: 
motivations, acculturation, 
culture shock, satisfaction, 



































Model and hypotheses 
testing: motivations for 
studying abroad, satisfaction, 
loyalty, acculturation, culture 
shock, perceived service 
quality and personal 
characteristics 
Online survey 







Source: own construction 
 
 The first round of qualitative data was collected in 2018 by conducting 20 in-depth 
interviews with international students studying at Corvinus University of Budapest.  
 
The thematic content analysis of the transcribed interviews was cross-checked with 
the collected literature on study abroad motivations, acculturation and satisfaction. 
Building on the results of the first interviews, the interview thread was expanded 
with the constructs of perceived service quality and loyalty as well. In the second 
round, the qualitative data was collected in 2020 by conducting another 20 in-depth 
interviews with (a different group of) international students studying at Corvinus 
University of Budapest. In this instance the thematic content analysis was applied 
to examine study abroad motivations, acculturation, satisfaction, and it covered the 
areas of perceived service quality and loyalty as well. During the time of the second 
qualitative data collection, COVID-19 already had an impact on academic mobility 
programs, thus the influence of the pandemic was expected and accounted for in 
the research. Based on the literature review and the results of the first and second 
rounds of qualitative data analysis, the research model was finalized. 
 
The questionnaire was tested on a small sample of 10 international students. Based 
on the gathered feedback, minor wording modifications were carried out to simplify 
a few survey questions, minimizing comprehension issues for respondent speaking 
English as a second language. 
 
The final test of the research model and related hypotheses was carried out on a 
sample of 426 valid international student responses (with an active student status) 





Following the literature review, the qualitative research aimed to explore additional 
constructs or variables that may need to be included in the theoretical framework. 
It also supported the understanding of the relationship between constructs that were 
under researched, through narrowing down and confirming the most probable 
connections of the theoretical framework. The qualitative research phase also 
ensured a direct experience with the research subjects, allowing for a richer 
interpretation of the construct relationships of the dissertation (Patton, 1990). The 
latter is particularly important, as the dissertation aims to develop a complex 
theoretical framework, where the relationships between the constructs may be 
theorized in multiple ways based on the literature review. 
In this section the qualitative data collection method, the data analysis and the 
qualitative research results are discussed. The data collection for the qualitative 
research phase was conducted in two stages as summarized in Table 20. Since the 
research design of the qualitative research stages were nearly identical, the attained 
results are discussed together, pointing out the separations in case of any 
differences. 
 
3.2.1. In-depth interview method 
In-depth interviews are widely used for primary research when the aim is to gain a 
new perspective in any research area. In the international higher education industry, 
there are many examples for using in-depth interviews. Researchers usually focus 
on a few constructs of a given research field, for instance motivations, acculturation 
and culture shock are discussed in psychology related journals, while perceived 
service quality, satisfaction and loyalty of international students are examined in 
education, management, marketing and international journals.  
As discussed in the previous sections, the dissertation aims to build a complex 
theoretical framework that capture the host country culture, host institution and 
personal aspects of the study abroad experience. Considering the variety of the 
constructs, it was important to use a qualitative research method that allows an 
interaction with the research subject, this way the examined constructs could be 
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further explored and understood from the perspective of the research subject (King, 
1994). More importantly, the constructs and their interrelationships could be 
identified faster, supporting the ongoing review of the extant literature and 
narrowing down the research questions.  
 
The in-depth interview method could provide the opportunity to gain a deeper 
understanding of the examined phenomena or constructs, and it allowed for a richer 
data collection (Horváth & Mitev, 2015), supporting the aims of the dissertation. 
Alternatively focus interviews could have been used for a similar level of data 
collection (as carried out by Gallarza et al, 2017), however during an in-depth 
interview it is expected that participants are more likely to actively share their true 
feelings and thoughts even on sensitive subjects (Patterson et al, 1998), which could 
be even more applicable to more introverted participants. Also, at the time of the 
second set of the qualitative research stage the impact of COVID only allowed for 
online interviews, where the one-on-one interview setup was expected to perform 
better than a focus group. Ultimately, the individual in-depth interview approach 
was chosen in the hope of being able to conduct the interviews in an online setting, 
and dive deeper in the potentially sensitive topics as well, such as the personal, 
financial and emotional aspects of the study abroad experience. 
 
3.2.2. Interview topics 
In-depth interviews may be structured, semi-structured and even unstructured (Berg 
& Lune, 2012). Since the constructs and approximate construct relationships of the 
dissertation were identified in the literature review, further details could be best 
attained by using a semi-structured interview thread. The qualitative data was 
obtained through in-depth interviews, using the interview thread in Appendix 1. 
The semi-structured interview thread was adjusted to the dynamics of the dialogue; 
accordingly, the content was shaped by the researcher and the interview subject to 
gain the richest and most useful information from the interview. 
 
The main interview theme for both qualitative research stages (total 40 in-depth 
interviews) incorporated topics around motivations for studying abroad, host 
country and host institution induced culture shock and the applied coping 
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(acculturation) strategies. The thread also covered the perceived service quality, 
study abroad satisfaction, loyalty, word-of-mouth and HEI image, along with a 
variety of international student characteristics. The qualitative research results 
showcased in this section are based on the 40 in-depth interviews, covering the 
topics of study abroad motivations, culture shock, acculturation, perceived service 
quality, satisfaction and loyalty. 
 
3.2.3. Data collection and qualitative sample 
Most of the first set of 20 interviews were held in English in the researcher’s office 
(some were conducted online) and lasted between 60-80 minutes each, while due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic the second set of 20 interviews were conducted entirely 
via an online platform for safety reasons. The interview timing in both sets was 
specifically designed to be in the middle of the semester (at least 2-3 months after 
arrival), which gave students the opportunity to gain experience in the local culture 
and in the new academic environment. 
 
In the dissertation purposive and quota (both non-probability) sampling techniques 
were applied to find interview subjects among international students studying at 
Corvinus Business School or outside. The minimum length of the program was set 
to 1 semester to gather richer details about the cultural experience of international 
students. The ratio of European and non-European citizens was defined in a close 
to 50:50 ratio to capture heterogeneity in the sample and allow cultural input from 
the widest range of countries possible. Also, it was an important criterion that 
international students in this sample did not have Hungarian parents (grandparents 
were allowed) and did not work or frequently visit Hungary prior to starting the 
study abroad program in Hungary. In Table 21 the qualitative research timeline, 







Table 21. Qualitative research timeline and requirements 
 First set of 20 qualitative 
interviews 
Second set of 20 qualitative 
interviews 
Data collection November – December, 2018 April – May, 2020 
Sample 20 20 
Sampling technique purposive and quota sampling 
Sampling quotas active international student status; 
minimum 1 semester, of which already 2 months spent abroad;  
minimum 50% studied in Hungary; 
close to 50:50 ratio of European and non-European origin;  
minimal cultural experience in the host country (no previous work, 
residence, visit to Hungary or local parents, friends)  
Interview topics Study abroad motivations, culture shock, acculturation, perceived 
HEI service quality, HEI image, program satisfaction and loyalty 
Source: own construction 
 
All of the 40 volunteer participants provided their informed consent prior to 
participation in the in-depth interviews and 10% extra course points were offered 
as an incentive (it was not mandatory, as the participants could receive the extra 
points for a different, written assignment). The participants were assured of 
anonymous and confidential care of their personal information and answers 
provided throughout the interviews.  
The in-depth interview method has its limitations, since the researcher is in direct 
contact with the research subjects, meaning that some level of distortion may come 
due to the researcher, depending on the level of experience, independence and 
objectivity throughout the research (Horváth & Mitev, 2015). In order to maintain 
the highest level of professionalism, objectivity and independence throughout the 
research, the below self-reflection served as a guidance for the qualitative research 
phase.  
 
Professionalism: I have gained a lot of experience in applying the in-depth 
interview method. I conducted multiple in-depth interviews throughout my 
Bachelor and Master theses, ran focus group interviews for an IT start-up, and also 
conducted international in-depth interviews as part of my work at a multinational 
company. The interview audio was recorded in order to make sure that all details 
are captured accurately, besides making notes during the interview. Participants 
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gave their informed consent to the recording and anonymous usage of the collected 
information for the purpose of the dissertation and future research. 
 
Objectivity: before starting my PhD program, I studied abroad for 4 years, during 
which time I gained a wide range of experience and enthusiasm for the topic of 
studying abroad. Even though full objectivity is not possible when using the in-
depth interview method, being aware of my own international experience helped to 
set the boundaries. Throughout the research I maintained my focus on the thoughts 
of the interview subjects, I asked open-ended questions, gave them time to build up 
their own interpretations and I consistently refrained from influencing them based 
on my personal views.  
 
Independence: most of the interview subjects were studying at Corvinus 
University of Budapest, where I was a Ph.D. candidate at the time of the data 
collection. Those studying at Corvinus could earn extra points by attending the 
interviews, however during the research I had no authority to grade or evaluate the 
performance of the interviewees, and everyone had the freedom to decide if they 
wanted to participate in the interviews or instead, they could earn the extra points 
with a different, written assignment. Before the interviews, I did not meet the 
participants, and I had no connection to them, but during the interviews they were 
all open-minded, supportive and curious about the research area, and they were 
happy to share their personal views and experiences about studying abroad. 
 
3.2.4. Thematic content analysis 
 
After the data collection (40 in-depth interviews), the interview transcripts were 
subjected to thematic content analysis (TCA), which allowed for a systematic 
analysis of the content in its original context based on a coding manual, which had 
a predefined set of coding rules. Based on the guidelines of Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006), the 4 steps approach was adopted: transcription, familiarization, coding and 
categorization. Qualitative content analysis is used to analyse any document or text 
to reveal hidden patterns (Gyulavári et al, 2014), in this case, between the constructs 
of motivations, acculturation, service quality, satisfaction and loyalty in the 
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international higher education. First, the transcripts were prepared and read through 
to get a sense of the data corpus. Throughout the thematic analysis a recursive 
process was applied, moving back and forth as needed between the phases. In the 
coding manual the following rules were defined: 
• The focus was on the individual experiences, 
• A narrowed data set was used within the data corpus to carry out a more 
detailed thematic analysis of particular themes, 
• The coding category development relied both on the extant literature and 
inductive elements, 
• During the thematic analysis of the transcripts, the explicit meanings of the 
data were in the focus to identify patterns in the semantic content.  
 
The attained results from the qualitative research could allow for new 
interpretations and provide further understanding of the research topic (Bartis & 
Mitev, 2008). Combined with the literature on motivations for studying abroad, 
acculturation, service quality, satisfaction, loyalty and image, it may provide a 
stronger base for the proposed theoretical framework to describe the study abroad 
experience of international students. 
 
3.2.5. Results of the qualitative research 
In this section the results of the qualitative research are presented with direct quotes 
from the in-depth interview participants. The results are structured in line with the 
proposed theoretical framework (Figure 8.). Accordingly, the main relationship of 
the framework is discussed first (motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction), 
followed by the host country related cultural factors (culture shock and 
acculturation), the host institution related service delivery factors (perceived service 
quality) and finally, the personal characteristics of international students. 
3.2.5.1.Sample characteristics 
With regards to the sample demographics, 52.5% of the participants were female 
and 47.5% of the interviewed were male. The length of the study abroad programs 
varied from 4 months exchange programs to 5 year full-degree programs: 75% of 
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the students spent less than a year abroad, while the remaining 25% enrolled for a 
2-5 years long study programs. The sampling quota criterion was in line with the 
expectations as 57.5% of the participants were not from Europe (for instance India, 
Kenya, USA, China, Indonesia and Afghanistan), while 42.5% were from Europe 
(for example France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Slovenia and Poland), fulfilling the 
required cultural heterogeneity. Among all participants, 75% studied in Hungary 
and 25% in other countries, meeting the host country quota to ensure relevance to 
the Hungarian HEI system. In the first stage (in 2018) the interviews were mostly 
conducted in person (with the exception of participants still studying abroad outside 
Hungary), however in the second stage of the data collection (in 2020), all 
interviews were held online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The sample 
characteristics are shown in Table 22. 






Home country Host country Interview 
Stage 1:  
2018 
R1 male 2 years Turkey Germany personal 
R2 female 4 months Netherlands Hungary personal 
R3 male 5 years Afghanistan Hungary personal 
R4 male 4 years India Hungary personal 
R5 male 1 year Italy Germany online 
R6 male 4 months Canada Turkey online 
R7 male 4 years Indonesia Hungary personal 
R8 male 2 years Kenya Hungary personal 
R9 female 4 months France Czechia online 
R10 female 8 months Australia Hungary personal 
R11 female 5 months Hungary China online 
R12 female 6 months Japan Hungary personal 
R13 female 4 years China Hungary Personal 
R14 female 5 months Poland Russia online 
R15 male 2 years India Germany online 
R16 male 5 months Germany USA online 
R17 female 5 months Sweden UK personal 
R18 female 6 months China Hungary personal 
R19 male 6 months Mexico France online 
R20 female 5 months Germany Hungary personal 
Stage 2: 
2020 
R21 male 4 months USA Hungary online 
R22 female 1 year USA Hungary online 
R23 female 5 months Germany Hungary online 
R24 female 5 months Germany Hungary online 
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R25 female 1 year Slovenia Hungary online 
R26 female 5 months France Hungary online 
R27 female 4 months USA Hungary online 
R28 male 5 months Belgium Hungary online 
R29 female 5 months USA Hungary online 
R30 male 4 months Germany Hungary online 
R31 male 5 months USA Hungary online 
R32 male 5 months USA Hungary online 
R33 female 5 months USA Hungary online 
R34 male 5 months France Hungary online 
R35 male 5 months Portugal Hungary online 
R36 male 5 months USA Hungary online 
R37 female 4 months USA Hungary online 
R38 male 4 months USA Hungary online 
R39 female 5 months USA Hungary online 
R40 female 5 months USA Hungary online 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
When presenting international students’ quotes in the research results, the 
dissertation will use R(X) as shown in Table 22, as a reference to the demographic 
information of each interview subject. 
 
3.2.5.2.Results of motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction 
Based on the qualitative analysis of the in-depth interviews the motivation factors 
could be further categorized within the push-pull (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) 
framework, based on their influence to the study abroad satisfaction. The results 
have also confirmed most of the motivation factors described by Yang et al (2017) 
in their work about self-determined motivations for studying abroad.  
Based on the transcripts of the 40 in-depth interviews, the thematic content analysis 
revealed six main motivation categories (Table 23.) which can help in exploring the 





Table 23. Motivations for studying abroad based on the empirical results 
Motivation group Motivation group themes based on the TCA 
Social pressure conform with family, peers, professor, institutional expectations 
Cost-efficient 
education 
relatively low tuition fee and living costs, favourable scholarship offers 
Career building enrich CV in the hope of an elevated domestic or international career 
path, preparation for future relocation 
Educational 
immersion 




country specific cultural, language, traveling, historical and political 
interest, practice a foreign language in a live situation 
Life experience traveling, personal challenges, making friends abroad, gain 
independence and have fun. 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Social pressure 
In the minority of the cases the motivations were based on social constraints, where 
students tried to satisfy an external contingent. Students mentioned this kind of 
motivation in the form of peer pressure or as a mandatory requirement to complete 
their program. Others displayed amotivated behaviour: they had no specific reason 
to study abroad, so they just accepted the challenge when the opportunity was 
offered. 
‘Most of my colleagues already have a foreign diploma, so it was time for me to 
think about it as well.’ (R7) 
‘Well, it wasn’t really my decision because my German university where I studied, 
from where I went to study in the US, there was a mandatory semester abroad for 
every student.’ (R16) 
‘I had some psychological problems at the time back in high school, like it was 
very difficult for me to continue to study in China, because I felt pressure on me at 
the time. Actually, my parents didn’t expect a lot from me, like didn’t expect me to 
go to a very good university, but I put a lot of pressure on myself.’ (R18) 
‘Most students do it in the third year, and I wanted to get out of France to be 
surrounded by different people.’ (R26) 
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Foreign students whose main motivating force was social pressure, appeared less 
satisfied, typically non-European citizens (for instance from Indonesia, India, 
China) who studied in Europe. Social pressure was often paired with cost-efficient 
education and career-building motivation categories, which together typically 
resulted in reduced satisfaction levels. In the absence of internal drivers to develop, 
these students were less adapted to the host country, accordingly they felt much 
lower levels of success that could have led to dissatisfaction. 
 
Cost-efficient education 
International academic mobility programs are receiving more support to make study 
abroad programs more attractive, however this is often not enough to cover the full 
cost of the program. Some of the students could only travel abroad with scholarship 
programs, which often had language learning requirements as well. 
‘The scholarship was offered to study in Europe, but I needed to learn Hungarian 
to keep the scholarship.’ (R3) 
‘I heard about a European scholarship opportunity and I applied for it. The 
scholarship was the most important thing, I wouldn't have been able to study abroad 
without it.’ (R7) 
‘The only difficult decision before going abroad for me was financial decision, 
because I don’t get any money from the exchange program. My university gave me 
a grant because of my grades but that was only 2000 USD and the ticket here is like 
2000 USD, so I guess I have to take money from my student loan and I had to save 
a lot of money.’ (R11) 
The motivation for cost-effective education was frequently paired with the desire 
to gain life experience and learn more about the host country, which has reduced 




Only one quarter of the students mentioned career development as the main 
motivating factor.  
‘I study in Germany to work in Europe later.’ (R1) 
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‘In terms of like long-term goals, I am not sure what I want to do as a career, but I 
definitely want to seek something with an international focus, I even thought about 
moving abroad to teach English for a year.’ (R6) 
‘Studying abroad is a great opportunity to build my career. I work in consulting in 
the US, very busy lifestyle, but I wanted to meet people from different backgrounds, 
that is both a personal and professional development for me.’ (R31) 
 
In general, students who were solely interested in career building were not satisfied, 
because there were not so many opportunities to network with the locals as they had 
planned before, hence their satisfaction level was usually lower. Foreign students 
who wanted to know more about the country at the same time (travel, local 
language) were generally satisfied with the study program, most likely because that 
motivation assumes some level of cultural openness, leading to more positive 
experiences while studying abroad. 
 
Educational immersion 
The quality of education, the wider range of subject offering, the reputation and 
prestige of the institution (Sung & Yang, 2008), was of great importance for 
students focusing on academic results. Arguably the educational immersion could 
complement the previously discussed career building motivation, as international 
students sometimes choose a well-reputed institution to enrich their resumes. Also, 
international students with high academic motivations will look for a study abroad 
destination where they can study the desired subjects of their chosen field.  
‘I was just going to a well-known university with good reputation in the world.’ 
(R15) 
‘I could not take normal subjects at home, I only found something abroad that could 
get me deeper into my specialty.’ (R19) 
‘I wanted to further my experiences and expand my studies. I looked at all programs 
and Budapest fit the course of my education.’ (R37)  
 
Career development was also important for those who aimed to dive deeper in their 
studies. International students with these two motivation groups were typically 
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critical about the host institution, as they focused directly on the academic service 
quality, but in general they were satisfied with the study program. 
 
Country specific attractors 
The majority of the students wanted to learn something about the host country. Most 
often, the aim was to learn the local language, get to know the lives of local people, 
travel in the country or visit a specific city. Also, some international students had 
roots in the host country, so they wanted to explore the history of the country and 
potentially reconnect with distant family members. Often, the host country was 
selected on the basis of personal attachments, family members who lived there, 
friends or personally themselves had spent their vacation in the host cost country. 
‘I studied about Hungary, my grandfather worked in Budapest in the embassy, so I 
thought it will be good for me to learn about the culture and make friends in 
Europe.’ (R4) 
‘I wanted to try a new experience, where I can improve my English and German as 
well.’ (R5) 
‘I already lived in Norway and studied in Denmark, so I wanted to get to know other 
cultures that are not Scandinavians. I met some people from Central Europe and I 
was curious about the history of it, so I went to Prague.’ (R9) 
‘Dad side of the family is from Hungary, grandparents are both from Budapest, so 
I wanted to experience the lifestyle of my family who once lived there so then I can 
better connect with my grandparents. Also, I heard from some people it’s one of the 
best locations to study abroad.’ (R32) 
 
These students usually had sufficient information about the host country from a 
trusted source, so they were very pleased with their overall study abroad program 
even if they had negative experiences. 
‘The administration is outdated, slow and chaotic. They said that the subjects I 
applied for did not exist already. After that, I went to my lessons for several weeks 
before they told me if they could sign me up for them. There was a lot to do, which 
was quite stressful … some subjects were unorganized, but there were also very 
interesting subjects I could never have taken at home, so I'm happy.’ (R9) 
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The above displayed positive attitude indicates that the motivations for studying 
have an influence on the level of satisfaction, as international students may feel 
satisfied with their programs despite a series of negative experiences abroad. 
 
Gaining life experience 
This motivation group was the dominant motivator for most international students. 
It was usually formed as vague descriptions, however clearly, many students were 
craving to experience something new, and going on a foreign adventure was the 
way for them to move out of their comfort zone and become independent in their 
lives. More specific goals in this motivation group were revolving around making 
new friends, having fun in life, and traveling as much as possible. Some 
international students have already studied abroad, but they were still enthusiastic 
about exploring new countries. 
‘I wanted to meet new people, I wanted to do something different because Australia 
is so far away, I wanted to do go somewhere far away and I wanted to go to a non-
English speaking country.’ (R10) 
‘I love traveling. As I kid, I always had to help at home, so I couldn’t go anywhere, 
but now that I got a scholarship again, this is my third time studying abroad. I came 
to Europe because countries are so close to each other, I can visit things I’ve never 
seen before and meet new cultures very fast.’ (R38) 
 
This category is often coupled with the desire to learn about a particular country. 
Since these international students were focusing on gaining experience, in many 
cases encountering with negative experiences also resulted in a sort of a satisfaction. 
The below quote is an example for a student that had mixed experiences with the 
educational system, but in spite of all hardships she would still recommend the host 
institution to her friends.  
‘It was only on the day of enrolment that you could apply for the subjects, but since 
I came from Australia, I arrived late. The classes that I could finally register were 
ridiculously simple, and where I was in a group with local students, those subjects 
demanded a lot of energy. I'm happy, the classes were good, the teachers were okay. 
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I need some time to get used to people because things are different in Australia (less 
paperwork), but I would recommend my friends to try it out.’ (R10) 
 
The motivation group related to life experience led to very high satisfaction levels, 
mainly because students voluntarily stretched their own boundaries and sought out 
extreme differences, so the negative experiences were seen as added value, another 
form of experience from which they could take away learnings. These foreign 
students were satisfied both with the host institution and the host country. 
Almost all international students had more than one motivator groups, where a 
dominant motivator appeared and it was paired with a complementary motivator 
pair. International students with motivations connected to gaining life experience 
abroad or learning about the country (and its culture) were more satisfied than 
students driven by social pressure or adhering to a heavily restrained or cost saving 
lifestyle abroad. 
 
3.2.5.3.Results of culture shock and acculturation 
Shortly after arriving to the host country, international students face a whole new 
world and their feelings are ranging from excited to surprise to a bit worried and 
sometimes extremely anxious as their decision to study abroad materializes in front 
of them. Interacting with the local people, lack of knowledge of the local language, 
the type of foods and available accommodation were often mentioned by students 
as a factor of instant shock.  
The initial experiences of students from Asia and Africa were often negative, 
mainly due to the lack of preparation and relatively higher cultural distance. 
International students traveling to shorter distances seemed less worried, even when 
they arrived unprepared, usually they managed to maintain a positive mindset 
towards the members of the local culture. Nevertheless, a longer distance almost 
always meant more cultural differences and it was more likely that students were 
going to experience a higher level of culture shock.  
‘It was shocking to see couples kissing on the open street’…’After some years being 
here, I wanted to marry a Hungarian girl, but the girl’s family didn’t allow it.’ (R3) 
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‘The waiter took my plate without a question, even though there was still food on 
it. When I said I was still eating, he stood there and waited until I finished. That's 
pretty rude in my opinion.’ (R9) 
’I only spent a few hours in China but I only met Chinese people who didn’t speak 
English and I was scared. So, I was staying in my hotel room for like two days 
without going to the street at all actually.’ (R11) 
’My girlfriend was shopping at the supermarket, and at the cashier she was on the 
phone and forgot to put on the divider after the customer who just paid. The cashier 
guy yelled at her, threw away her stuff and no one helped her in this situation, no 
one reacted to this.’… ’I had no electricity in my apartment for a full day, and no 
one was helping. The supplier said that the owner didn’t pay for it, but my landlord 
didn’t say anything. It was very annoying, and I received zero compensation for my 
troubles.’ (R24) 
 
Students who studied abroad previously, typically treated the stress situations more 
positively after a while. This usually happened either through growing social circles 
and getting into a daily routine, or simply by accepting local people as they are.  
‘After the first two weeks I calmed down, because I got to know a bigger community 
(30-35 people), so I spent my time on social events, put my life in order and I was 
less uncomfortable and anxious.’ (R1). 
‘I didn't really have a strategy, but it feels like home now. I didn't change 
consciously, it just took time, I started to accept reality and got to know the reasons 
why some people aren't nice here.’ (R25) 
 
Those international students, who have developed a stress management mechanism 
to lead a comfortable day-to-day life, would generally recommend the host country 
and host institution to their friends, but those who did not manage with 
psychological adaptation typically expressed a more modest or negative statement 
about the host country. The acquisition of culture-specific behavioural standards 
(Zhou, 2008) is a higher level of adaptation, by which students could prevent or 
manage the stress situations more effectively. In order to “enter” a culture, some 
international students were trying to learn the local language and observed the 
behaviour of locals, and some of them even started to pay more attention to their 
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own behaviour to be able to blend in (Wilson, 2013). Those students whose culture 
was found interesting by locals and fellow foreign students, perceived a smoother 
sociocultural adjustment.  
‘Many foreigners were interested in Chinese culture. We had very different 
cultures, eating habits and thinking and all. Everyone wondered if we were eating 
snakes and live with pandas… I was happy to share my culture with others.’ (R13) 
‘After one month you just try to put your culture ‘away’ and try to enter this kind of 
communication: you need to learn a bit of the local language. This made me feel 
more comfortable to interact with the culture.’ (R28) 
‘I realized that I’m speaking too loud in the public transport, which would be 
normal in the USA. I wanted to draw less attention with my behaviour so I tried to 
speak quieter.’ (R37) 
 
The amount and quality of social interactions affected the success of the 
acculturation process. Students who could count on the help of their friends (co-
national, foreign, or local students), the counsel of the international office or their 
professors, had a very good chance of integrating into the new culture. 
‘I lost my close friend ... I spoke openly with my international friends and my 
Turkish friends. They all helped a lot to survive this difficult period… I found many 
real friends abroad.’ (R1) 
‘The biggest advantage of having 4 people living together is that we help each 
other. When I forgot something, my flat mates helped and vice versa: reminders for 
the payment deadlines, doing research for free entries to galleries and university 
stuff like getting a learning agreement.’ (R35) 
 
When international students tried to solve difficult situations with their own cultural 
tools, it often led to separation or marginalization (Berry, 1994) to the point where 
the students were so exhausted from the cultural differences, that simply wished to 
escape the foreign environment (Mumford, 1998). At the same time, those who 
were willing to step in the shoes of the local culture and had intrinsic motivations 
to understand the local culture (Yang et al, 2017), were more likely to adapt to their 
new environment and benefit from the experience. 
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‘I was looking forward to going home at the very end. So, when I only had one 
month left, I was really waiting to go home, to go to my room, to be in my normal 
environment.’ (R11) 
‘Cultures are different [Afghan and Hungarian], but I try to get the best out of each 
one. [Afghans] are sitting on the carpet, we eat by hand (more delicious) and drink 
20 cups of tea a day and my religion is important. In Europe, women are treated 
differently and when I return to Afghanistan, I want to do my best to improve gender 
equality in my country.’ (R3) 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic influenced many of the interviewed students (in 2020), 
meaning that many of them had to travel back home and continue their semester in 
a virtual environment. These students could only spend an average of 2 months 
abroad (instead of the planned semester), so they often felt that they missed a lot of 
opportunities. This shows the importance of the quick sociocultural adjustment, that 
could allow more time for international students to collect meaningful experiences. 
‘I missed my parents and sometimes felt sad, but I didn’t allow that emotional 
roadblock in a once in a lifetime opportunity. Then with COVID in the picture, I 
wanted to focus on every day like I’ll go home tomorrow.’ (R37) 
 
3.2.5.4.Results of perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty 
The perceived service quality was usually heavily influenced by the connection 
with academic staff and the international coordinators. International students often 
had trouble gathering information about classes, exams, or local burocracy, so they 
truly appreciated if someone helped them overcome the more difficult periods of 
the semester. On another note, it was important to connect with local and 
international students from the academic sphere, but outside the classes, so 
extracurricular or volunteer activities helped them increase their sense of belonging. 
With regards to the academic quality, international students wanted to learn from 
professors who are knowledgeable in their fields, speak good English, provide 
regular feedback on the students’ academic progress and demonstrate a sense of 
cultural empathy towards international students. During the COVID-19 pandemic 
international students often needed a higher level of flexibility and they expected 
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professors to maintain the same quality of education in the virtual teaching 
environment.  
‘Yes, I am satisfied. I did volunteer work and also found an internship, and in the 
future maybe I can go to ERASMUS. So, a lot of opportunities for us, nice 
university. If you want to learn some things it is not very difficult, the professors 
will give you help and also your friends can help you.’ (R13) 
‘Teachers were knowledgeable, but some were not well structured, and I didn’t 
receive enough feedback or help to properly do my assignments. Also, the grading 
and the expectations were not clear for me in some cases – but the other teachers 
were fine.’ (R22) 
‘Professors were working in the field, had their own companies and they were very 
practical. It was really cool to get such a broad and detailed knowledge and they 
were also approachable.’ (R25) 
‘The international office helped with everything I needed. They gathered all the 
papers on one day, told us what to do, ran through it all and it was done.’ (R32) 
‘It was mandatory to put on the video for my classes, which was not always easy, 
as I had to adjust to the time-zone difference. All together my professors handled 
the digital switch pretty well.’ (R33) 
 
The importance of word of mouth in family and friends (Pimpa, 2008) appeared in 
several cases, some had already suggested the institution during their study abroad 
program. Satisfaction and positive WOM was more likely in case of those students 
who successfully integrated into the new culture and made new friends in the early 
phase of the study abroad program. These students sometimes even took on the 
additional responsibility to help fellow international students. 
‘I have already recommended the university to my brother - he started his first 
semester last year’ … ‘Many complain, but I can imagine my life in Budapest. I try 
to help my Afghan friends to make it easier for them… I loved my professor, I 
learned a lot from him, I would definitely recommend to everyone to study here.’ 
(R3) 
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3.2.6. Conclusions of the qualitative research 
The results of the 40 in-depth interviews broadly confirmed the examined 
constructs and their assumed interrelationships which were identified and assumed 
based on the literature review. 
The first research question of the dissertation was about the connection 
between motivations for studying abroad, satisfaction and loyalty of 
international students. Satisfaction is an important construct, as it is an antecedent 
to loyalty. Loyal foreign students have a major role in recruiting international 
students (through positive WOM) and they contribute to the tourism industry of the 
host country, as many international students indicated that they want to return 
someday.  
The overall study abroad program satisfaction appeared to be in line with the level 
of autonomy when making the decision to study abroad. In the extant literature the 
motivations for studying abroad were categorized into push and pull factors 
(Mazzarol et al, 1997) which appeared at all international students in the form of 
home country, host country and host institution related motivational elements. 
Motivations were also conceptualized as a range from autonomy to external control 
(Sheldon et al, 2017) and the qualitative results have confirmed most of the 
theorized factors of the self-determined motivation construct and its connection to 
satisfaction and loyalty. 
The earlier discussed self-determined motivations for studying abroad (Yang et al, 
2017) can be matched with the motivations of international students’ satisfaction 
levels. As shown on Table 24, when international students faced social pressure, it 
was often because of an external pressure or a state of amotivation, which is 
expected to result in lower levels of satisfaction, as the individual had no control 
over the events. In case of cost-efficient education, the drivers are still external or 
internal, but are based on avoiding negative outcomes. Career building and 
immersion in education are strongly connected and were usually fuelled by living 
up to the potential of the individual, however these motivations alone often came 
with lower levels of satisfaction with regards to the overall study abroad experience. 
The country specific and life experience motivation groups were most often 
connected to intrinsic motivations, which represent the highest level of autonomy 
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of an individual. Since students in these groups had a deep personal reason to study 
abroad, in line with Yang et al (2017), it is expected that they will be more satisfied 
with their study abroad experience, even if they had negative experiences with their 
host country or host institution. 
 
Table 24. Motivation groups based on the initial qualitative results 
Yang et al 
(2017) 
Empirical research results 
Motivation  
groups  
Motivation groups and descriptions 







Social pressure: conform with family, peers, 











Cost-efficient education: relatively low 
tuition fee and living costs, favourable 
scholarship offers, avoid missing out 
Life experience, 
Country specific 





Career building: enrich CV in the hope of an 
elevated (international) career path, 
preparation for future relocation 
Country specific 
attractors 






Educational immersion: quality education, 
favourable program conditions, wide range 
of course offering 






Country specific: cultural, language, 
traveling, historical and political interest, 
practice a foreign language in a live situation 






Life experience: traveling, personal 
challenges, making friends abroad, gain 
independence and have fun. 
Country specific High by itself, 
High with co-
motivation 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Motivation groups appeared to coexist, but based on the attained results, at least 
one factor dominated. If the student had the initial motivation to gain life experience 
or to become familiar with the country, satisfaction was more likely than in the 
other four categories. On the other side of the coin, if the life experience and 
learning about the country were not among the initial motivations, then 
dissatisfaction was more likely as expected based on Yang et al (2017). Altogether, 
students were more flexible and more satisfied when they mainly wanted to learn 
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about the country and gain life experience as well, so it is important to learn more 
about the impact of the host country culture. 
 
The second and third research questions of the dissertation examined the 
impact of acculturation and culture shock. International students often 
experienced a range of culture shock, such as homesickness, rejection (Sandhu & 
Asrabadi, 1994) and felt stress when adjusting to the local culture or found shocking 
or disgusting elements (Mumford, 1998) while studying abroad. 
Regarding the acculturation process, the majority of international students 
approached intercultural difficulties with their own cultural toolkit and were often 
unwilling to adjust their behaviour to the sociocultural norms of the host country 
(Wilson et al, 2017). Low levels of sociocultural adjustment often resulted in the 
lack of cultural integration (Berry, 1994) and the subsequent lack of satisfaction 
and positive WOM. It is important to note that the actual level of acculturation may 
deviate from the perceived level of acculturation, as international students 
sometimes believed that they coped well with the differences of the local culture, 
but looking at the self-reported behaviours in other parts of the qualitative 
interviews, sometimes evidence was found for the opposite. In the dissertation the 
level of acculturation is measured through rating the competence of demonstrating 
culturally appropriate behaviours (Wilson, 2013), which provides a good measure 
for acculturation. 
As expected, based on Bochner (1982), the overall satisfaction seemed to be 
affected by the support received from local and international friends and the initial 
sacrifices (mainly financial and emotional) that students had to make in order to be 
able to study abroad. International students, who were open to learn about foreign 
cultures and maximized all forms of social interactions – made local, international 
friends and built good relationships with local professors and coordinators – often 
managed to reach higher levels of integration in the host culture. These students 
were mostly satisfied with their study abroad program and they tended to spread 
positive WOM.  
A pattern was recognized between motivation groups for studying abroad and the 
acculturation. International students showing lower level of self-determined 
motivations, tended to form less connections in the host country compared to those 
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who had an intrinsic motivation to engage with people from the host culture, hence 
it is worth investigating the relationship between these constructs. The experienced 
culture shock was ranging from mild to severe shock in some cases, which 
apparently had an influence on the willingness to adjust to the local culture, in line 
with the findings of Dentakos (2016).  
On another note, the connection between the level of acculturation and the 
perceived service quality is under researched (Davis et al, 2016), however based on 
the answers gathered from the in-depth interviews, there is enough evidence to 
maintain this assumption as well, and test the relationship in the research model.  
Based on the results, the second and third research questions must be retained, as 
they supply important information about the life of the international students in the 
host country and seem to affect the levels of satisfaction, as assumed in the 
theoretical framework. 
 
The fourth research question investigated the impact of perceived service 
quality on satisfaction. Acculturation appeared to influence service quality, as 
students striving to understand and accept the local culture were usually more 
satisfied with the quality of the services received, both with the academic and non-
academic aspects. Motivations are also important factors for service quality, as the 
motivation groups seemed to have a direct impact on perceived service quality 
based on the findings. For instance, international students focusing on building their 
careers or immersing in education were more critical towards the quality of services 
provided by the higher education institutions. At the same time, study abroad 
motivations such as gaining life experience and learning about the host country 
tended to yield higher levels of perceived service quality, as international students 
appeared to be more forgiving, even when they encountered with a negative service 
experience at the host institution. 
The connection between the perceived quality of services provided by the host 
institution and satisfaction was confirmed by the qualitative research phase. All of 
the key service quality areas defined by Faizan et al (2016) seemed to influence 
satisfaction, such as the knowledge, experience and communication skills of the 
academic staff, the availability, helpfulness and knowledge of international 
coordinators. 
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The fifth research question examines the role of demographics, personal 
characteristics and personality traits. Some of the international students had 
already studied abroad, and apparently, they were able to adapt to their host 
environment much faster for the second or third time. Also, it is important to 
highlight the importance of preparation and setting realistic expectations (Vangelis 
& Hill, 2019) there was a clear pattern showing that students who did their research 
on the host country culture, experienced lesser culture shock and were generally 
more satisfied with their study abroad experience. Personality factors were 
measured indirectly in the interview (Nandi & Nicoletti, 2009). Students who were 
more outgoing and talkative, made more friends in the beginning of their program 
and built a supportive network faster, which often helped them through hard times 
while studying abroad, as it was expected based on Bochner (1982). On the other 
hand, some students tended to worry more about their perceived academic and 
culture related problems, which often led to lower levels of satisfaction. 
The in-depth interviews allowed for a better understanding of the constructs and 
their role in the proposed theoretical framework and also confirmed the importance 
and relevance of the research questions. In the next section the constructs and their 





The literature review helped to identify the research questions, research constructs 
and their fundamental connection to each other. The qualitative research phase 
confirmed the research questions and the elements of the examined constructs, and 
also provided useful insights that could potentially fill the gap in the extant literature 
by explaining the relationships proposed in the theoretical framework (Figure 8.). 
The aim of the quantitative data collection and analysis is to confirm the most 
important elements of each construct and test their interrelationship. 
 
3.3.1. Research hypotheses and the proposed research model 
Based on the extant literature and the qualitative research results, the following 
hypotheses were drawn to describe the connection between motivations for 
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studying abroad, culture shock, acculturation, perceived service quality, satisfaction 
and loyalty of international students. The hypotheses in the model were specifically 
designed to fit the international higher education industry, accordingly motivation 
and cultural adjustment have important roles. In this section the hypotheses are 
discussed and categorized based on the assumed relationship between the examined 
constructs. 
Based on the literature review and the qualitative research, the research questions 
were finalized, of which the first one was: What are the most important motivations 
for studying abroad and is there a direct connection to satisfaction? Does 
satisfaction have an impact on the loyalty of international students? 
There is relatively low amount of research material about the connection between 
motivations for studying abroad and international student satisfaction (Chirkov 
2003; 2005). In the current dissertation the construct of motivations for studying 
abroad is the first step of students to begin their international journey. The push and 
pull factors (Mazzarol et al, 1997) adequately capture the sequence of choosing the 
host country and host institutions. Study abroad goals can vary from person to 
person, some of the top study abroad goals of international students engaging in an 
exchange program from Western countries revolve around personal development, 
cultural learning, exploring a new country, making international friends or nurture 
an international career path (Leutwyler & Meierhans, 2013). Students also often 
decide to study abroad when they feel they have less opportunities at home, want 
to settle in a foreign country or they are pressured by family to study abroad 
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). When international students receive a scholarship to 
participate in a full-degree program in a country with a higher development index 
than their home country, then the quality of education, learning about cultures and 
the cost of living (Arambewela, 2003) becomes more important for them and these 
factors will influence their level of satisfaction (Malota, 2016).  
 
There is sufficient evidence in the literature that the level of autonomy in making 
the decision to study abroad also impacts the level of satisfaction of international 
students. Self-determined motivations for studying abroad can be conceptualized as 
a continuum from autonomy to external control factors (Yang et al, 2017). Based 
on the qualitative research phase the motivations for studying abroad can be 
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categorized based on the level of self-determined motivations, which then in turn 
appeared to influence the level of satisfaction. For instance, international students 
who faced external pressure to study abroad were less likely to be satisfied 
compared to fellow students who had intrinsic or personal value driven motivations 
to explore a new country or a culture while studying abroad. 
 
On the other hand, there is an abundance of literature on the relationship between 
satisfaction and loyalty in the service industry, including the higher education 
sector. Researchers generally agree that loyalty is a consequence of satisfaction 
(Fernandes et al, 2013; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Zhou et al, 
2016; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017; Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit, 2018; Arrivabene 
et al, 2019) however there are ongoing debates about the loyalty construct. Loyalty 
is most often conceptualized as a single multi-attribute construct (Oliver, 1997; 
Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019), but some 
researches separate loyalty as antecedent to word-of-mouth. Researchers tended to 
choose loyalty as a single construct when investigating international higher 
education, accordingly in this research it is also measured as a single construct. The 
qualitative research confirmed the importance of loyal behaviour of international 
students and found that those who were more satisfied with their study program, 
were more likely to recommend the host institution and host country to their friends 
and family. Based on these conclusions the following hypotheses were drawn. 
 
H1a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on satisfaction 
H1b: Satisfaction has a positive influence on loyalty 
 
The second research questions of the dissertation examined the following: Does the 
level of acculturation mediate the relationship between self-determined motivations 
for studying abroad and satisfaction? Does the level of acculturation also mediate 
the relationship between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and the 
perceived service quality? 
In the theoretical framework of the dissertation, the acculturation construct is 
essentially mediating the relationship between motivations and satisfaction, and 
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also between motivations and perceived service quality. In the extant literature the 
host country effect is often conceptualized as the country specific socioeconomic 
and environmental factors such as cost of living, climate, lifestyle, regulations and 
culture (Arambewela, 2003). In the dissertation the host country factors focus on 
the cultural elements only, more specifically on the experienced culture shock 
(Oberg, 1960; Hidasi 2004; Malota, 2013) and the cultural competence of 
international students (Wilson, 2013; Wilson et al, 2017). The relationship between 
motivations and acculturation is under researched (Chirkov at el, 2007; 2008). 
Acculturation motivation is a good predictor of sociocultural adaptation, which is 
the behavioural outcome of acculturation (Wilson, 2013). International students 
were able to learn more about the host culture when they were open for new 
experiences and spent more time on socializing with people from the local culture 
(Dentakos et al, 2016). The in-depth interviews provided multiple examples to 
support this claim. International students who reported higher levels of 
acculturation, tended to express the desire to learn about the host culture’s people, 
history, gastronomy and visited cities outside of their host city. This way they had 
more opportunity to mingle with locals, get to know them, make new friends and 
understand their point of view, often discovering common cultural values between 
the host country and home country. 
 
The results of Davis et al (2017) shed light to the potential connection between 
acculturation and service quality, a relationship that has been quite under researched 
in case of international students. Acculturation also supported the academic 
adjustment of international students (Chirkov, 2008), which may already be 
considered as part of the experienced service quality provided by the host 
institution. Interview subjects of the empirical research who put an emphasis on 
acculturation and understanding the behaviour of local people often seemed to 
perceive higher level of service quality. Based on the qualitative findings of the in-
depth interviews, it is worth further investigating whether acculturation can be a 
mediator between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and perceived 
service quality.  
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When international students felt competent in the academic area, and performed 
better while living abroad, their level of satisfaction was also higher (Yang et al, 
2017). In the dissertation the cultural competence was in the focus of the research 
(Wilson, 2013), and it was assumed based on the scarce amount of available 
literature that in case the cultural competence is higher, then international students 
will be more satisfied with their overall program. Based on the qualitative results, 
international students, who were open to learn about foreign cultures and made 
local, international friends, built good relationships with local professors and 
coordinators often managed to reach higher levels of integration in the host culture. 
Since they performed better in their academic life due to the gained local support 
and cultural competence, it often resulted in an increased level of satisfaction with 
the services provided by their host institution, even when they had some difficulties 
with obtaining host institution services. Based on the above conclusions from the 
literature review and the qualitative findings, the below hypotheses were formed. 
 
H2a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
H2b: Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence on 
satisfaction 
H2c: Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence on 
perceived service quality 
 
The third research question investigated the impact of culture shock in international 
higher education: What are the most important culture shock factors for 
international students and does culture shock impact the acculturation?  
Culture shock is a well-researched construct in the field of psychology and it is an 
important factor that may define the cultural experience of study abroad students. 
International students have to cope with a lot of stress in a foreign culture, impacting 
the cultural learning or acculturation process (Hidasi, 2004; Ward et al, 2001; Zhou 
et al 2008). Culture shock often manifest in the forms of perceived discrimination, 
homesickness, perceived hate, rejection, fear or stress due to the change and the 
sense of guilt for leaving behind people in the home country (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 
1994). Mumford (1998) categorized culture shock into core elements that are 
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perceived by the individual (disgust, acceptance, stress, confusion, lack of support) 
and the interpersonal elements, which are related to the interactions with members 
of the host culture. The qualitative empirical research showed when international 
students had more frequent shocking experiences, they tended to focus less on 
cultural learning, they rather just accepted the situation as it was. Since it was a 
short-term tactic to avoid stress and discomfort, without the actual sociocultural 
adaptation their cultural competence did not increase significantly. Based on the 
available literature and the qualitative findings the following hypothesis was 
formed. 
 
H3: Culture shock negatively impacts acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
 
The host institution has an important role in the study abroad experience, as it 
provides the frame for the life of international students. Accordingly, the next 
research question examines the impact of perceived service quality at the host 
institution: Does perceived service quality mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? 
The connection between self-determined motivations and perceived service quality 
is quite under researched, hence the empirical research results will be utilized to fill 
in this research gap. Based on the interview results, it can be claimed that some 
international student motivation groups had a more positive impact on perceived 
service quality, while others resulted in negative outcomes. International students 
tended to list positive experiences when their motivation groups were either the 
country specific or life experience (leaning towards intrinsic/identification 
motivations), while negative experiences appeared in case of students who were 
aiming to build their careers abroad or immerse in their academics (leaning towards 
positive introjection motivation). International students who originally aimed to 
focus on studying and networking abroad, were more critical towards the host 
institution when they felt that they received subpar services either from the 
academic staff or the international coordinators. On the other hand, those who had 
stronger intrinsic motivations, and deeper values connected to learning about the 
country or culture, seemed to be more forgiving and had a more positive experience, 
even when the received services did not meet their needs. 
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Perceived service quality has been a key marketing constructs since the 1980’s in 
the service industry. Parasuraman at el (1985; 1988; 1994) has created the 
SERVQUAL model to measure service quality across industries, using the 
expectation minus performance model. Cronin and Taylor (1992) debated the above 
approach and argued that a performance only measurement (SERVPERF) can lead 
to better results with less measurement items. As researchers were looking for more 
accurate results, industry specific measurement scales appeared and Firdaus 
(2006a; 2006b) developed the higher education specific HEdPERF scale. The 
HEdPERF scale comprises of service quality dimensions such as academic, non-
academic aspects of provided services, access to teachers and international 
coordinators, academic program offering and the reputation of the institution. The 
HEdPERF scale served as a base for many researchers when investigating 
international students’ service experiences at the host institution (Faizan et al, 2016; 
Arrivabene, 2019). There is a wide range of research about the connection between 
perceived service quality and satisfaction, and most researchers agree that perceived 
service quality is an antecedent to satisfaction (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Helgesen & 
Nesset, 2007; Fernandes et al, 2013), Appio et al, 2013; Faizan et al, 2016; Marimon 
et al, 2018; 2019). The qualitative research also confirmed that the perceived 
knowledge, helpfulness, manners and experience of the academic staff and 
international coordinators had an impact on the level of satisfaction. The below 
hypotheses were drawn with regards to the role of perceived service quality. 
 
H4a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on perceived service quality 
H4b: Perceived service quality has a positive influence on satisfaction 
 
Based on the extant literature review and the findings of the qualitative research the 





Figure 9. Final research model with hypotheses 
 
Source: own construction 
 
The direction and the strength of the relationships between the constructs will be 
measured with the research model (Figure 9.). In the next section the research 
constructs and the respective constructs scales are discussed along with the 
development of the quantitative research instrument of the dissertation. 
 
3.3.2. Operationalization of the constructs 
In this section the constructs of the model are discussed together with the scale 
items that provide the base of the quantitative research instrument. As mentioned 
in the literature review, there are multiple construct definitions with a variety of 
scale items, so it is important to focus down to the ones that will be used in the 
dissertation. The full scales for the operationalized constructs are shown in 
Appendix 2. 
 
Self-determined motivations for studying abroad: based on the literature review 
the construct of self-determined motivations for studying abroad will be based on 
Yang et al (2017) as it offers a continuum as opposed to the dichotomous model of 
the push and pull motivational factors proposed by Mazzarol & Soutar (2001; 2002; 
2012). The self-determined motivation continuum is based on the level of autonomy 
individuals have when making decisions (Sheldon et al, 2017). On the lower end of 
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the spectrum the construct has items grouped around amotivation (no specific 
reason to study abroad or unsure how to continue), external motivations (pressure 
from people), negative introjection (aims to avoid guilt or shame). At the higher 
end of the spectrum the more positive motivation groups are found such as positive 
introjection (prove worthiness, increase self-esteem), identification (deeper value 
and meaningful experience) and intrinsic motivations (joy, fun, interesting) of 
which the latter two offer the most autonomy and overall satisfaction to individuals 
(Yang et al, 2017). In the dissertation this self-determined motivation scale is used 
to measure the level of freedom international students had, when they made their 
choice to study abroad.  
 
Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation): early research proposed clinical 
treatment (Oberg, 1960), then the stress-adaptation-growth theory (Kim, 2001) 
considered the psychological and sociocultural adaptation. More recent studies 
focus on the culture learning theory, hence in the dissertation acculturation is 
measured with the behavioural outcome of acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
through the competence of international students to demonstrate culturally 
appropriate behaviour (Wilson, 2013). Based on the work of Ward and Kennedy 
(1999), Wilson (2013) developed the revised sociocultural adaptation scale which 
included five key areas: interpersonal communications abroad, academic and work 
performance, maintaining personal hobbies and getting involved in local 
community activities, adaptation to the city and lifestyle abroad and understanding 
and speaking the host country language. In the current dissertation these areas are 
all represented in the sociocultural adaptation facet of the acculturation construct. 
 
Culture shock: the culture construct of the dissertation is based on the research of 
Mumford (1998). The construct comprises of two main factors, the core culture 
shock elements and the interpersonal culture shock. In the first category the core 
elements cover the host culture related perceptions of the individual (disgust, 
acceptance, stress, confusion, lack of support) and the interpersonal elements, 
which are related to the interactions with members of the host culture. In the 
dissertation the culture shock construct is defined as the sum of the core and 
interpersonal elements of the culture shock scale by Mumford (1998). 
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Perceived service quality: the higher education industry has multiple measurement 
scales based on the SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, 1985) and SERVPERF (Cronin 
and Taylor, 1992) approach. In the dissertation a higher education specific 
measurement scale will be used that was initially developed by Firdaus (2006a) and 
developed and tested further by Faizan et al (2016). The perceived service quality 
construct of Faizan et al (2016) consists of five areas: quality of teaching, the 
attitude, communication and experience of professors (academic aspects), quality 
of the services received from the administrative staff, such as the international 
office (non-academic aspects), the timely deliveries and availability of the faculty 
staff (access), course or program specific deliverables (program issues) and the 
reputation of the institution. In the dissertation the perceived service quality as 
measured along these five higher education specific dimensions. 
 
Satisfaction: it is the key construct of the dissertation as the desired outcome for 
institutions is that their international students are satisfied with their services. In 
this dissertation satisfaction is conceptualized as a multi-attribute construct 
(Churchill & Surprenant, 1982), considering the affective, cognitive and conative 
aspects (Hennig-Thurau et al, 2002) in the form of scale items starting with ‘I think’ 
or ‘I feel’ (Faizan et al, 2016) combined with a global satisfaction indicator. In 
addition to that, the host institution specific satisfaction indicator from Paharoo 
(2013) is added, with a similarly phrased question about the host country. The 
construct aimed to capture the multi-attribute nature of satisfaction while also 
including the host country and host institution specific and overall satisfaction 
indicators. 
 
Loyalty: using the theoretical base of Oliver (1997) in the dissertation the scale 
items of Faizan et al (2016) will be used to represent attitudinal loyalty, including 
WOM items in a single loyalty construct, with the addition of the ‘pride’ attitudinal 
loyalty scale item from Alves and Raposo (2007). In the dissertation loyalty is 
handled as a single construct which is a consequence of satisfaction.  
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The relationships between the main constructs are expected to be moderated by a 
range of control variables as it was seen in previous research. In the dissertation the 
international student demographics, personal characteristics and personality traits 
are used as control variables. The majority of demographic factors are applied based 
on the research of Malota (2016), including questions about program length, host 
country, home country, study area, financial status, scholarship holding status and 
the time spent abroad. The personal characteristics of international students are 
measured with their previous international experience, preparation for the study 
program, learning style, freedom of institution choice, personal sacrifices and 
previous intercultural experiences (Vangelis & Hill, 2019). The personality of 
international students is also controlled for by using a shortened version of the Big 
Five personality trait test applied by Nandi and Nicoletti (2009). Many of these 
characteristics also emerged from the qualitative research findings, accordingly 
their moderating effect will be tested in the quantitative research phase. 
 
3.3.3. Research instrument and pilot study 
 
The research instrument was developed based on the extant literature, and the 
qualitative findings also confirmed the assumed connection between the constructs. 
The quantitative survey applied multiple choice questions, dropdown lists and 1-5 
Likert type scales. The survey blocks were as follows: introduction, study abroad 
experience, demographics, personal background, personality, study abroad 
motivations, study abroad culture shock and acculturation, service quality, 
satisfaction and loyalty and an outro with the option to provide free text feedback 
on the survey. The applied scales in the survey blocks are shown (Table 25.) below. 
 
Table 25. Applied scales of the research instrument 
Author(s) and year 
published 
Variable and scale name Scale item number 
and scale type 
Yang et al (2017) Motivation: self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad (SDT) 
24 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Mumford (1998) Culture shock: Culture Shock 
questionnaire (CSQ) 
12 items 
1-5 Likert type 
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Wilson (2013) Acculturation: Revised Sociocultural 
Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R) 
21 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Faizan et al (2016) Perceived service quality: Higher 
Education Performance (HEdPERF) 
30 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Paharoo et al (2013) 
Faizan et al (2016) 
Satisfaction: HEdPERF and host 
country and host institution satisfaction 
7 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Alves and Raposo (2007) 
Faizan et al (2016) 
Loyalty: attitudinal component, 
conative loyalty (including WOM) 
4 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Nandi and Nicoletti 
(2009) 
Personality traits: shortened version of 
the Big Five survey 
15 items 
1-5 Likert type 
Source: own construct 
 
The research instrument was tested on a smaller sample of 10 international students 
in order to filter out the potentially difficult or ambiguous questions. In the pilot 
native English speakers and non-native English speakers participated as well. Upon 
receiving verbatim feedback from them, minor wording changes were carried out 
and the order of the questions was slightly rearranged to accommodate a better flow 
for respondents. The final research instrument is in Appendix 2. 
 
3.3.4. Quantitative sample and data collection 
Similar to the sampling process of the qualitative research, international students 
were considered as the total population. The sampling criteria were that the 
international students had to have at least 2 months of study abroad experience at 
the time of the data collection to be able to evaluate the local cultural elements and 
the quality of the host institution. The ‘country of origin’ ratio criterion was lifted, 
however only students studying in Hungary were sampled this time.  
Respondents for the current research were recruited through the institution of 
Tempus Public Foundation (TPF). TPF was established in 1996 by the Hungarian 
government as a non-profit organization to manage education related international 
cooperation programs and trainings (TPF, 2021). The link to the survey was sent 
out with the regular newsletter of TPF, reaching the higher education institutions in 
Hungary, accordingly the sample consisted of international students studying in 
Hungary. The current dissertation or any future publications will use aggregated 
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results or anonymized data to keep the identity of the respondents confidential. The 
questionnaire was hosted in Qualtrics and a total of 463 responses were recorded in 
May 2021. 
After a rigorous data cleansing, 37 responses were removed because the 
respondents indicated that they had great to extreme difficulties to understand the 
survey questions or filled in the questionnaire too fast, providing inconsistent 
answers. The final valid sample of 426 international students is a smaller fraction 
of the approximately 30,000 plus international students in 2021, as 33,358 
international students studied in Hungary in 2018 (Oktatási Hivatal, 2020), hence 
the results cannot be generalized. 
 
3.3.5. Analytical method: Partial Least Squares (PLS) path modelling 
 
In this section the most important features, criteria and evaluation of the analytical 
method is discussed. Structural equation modelling (SEM) is a standard analytical 
method in the field of marketing (Babin et al, 2008). The most important feature of 
the SEM analysis is the ability to measure latent variables (constructs of the 
dissertation) as part of the ‘outer model’ at the observation level and also test the 
theoretical connection between the constructs as part of the ‘inner model’ (Hair et 
al, 2012). 
The SEM method has two main types, where the covariance based (CB-SEM) aims 
to estimate the model parameters in a way that the difference between the estimated 
model matrix and the sample’s model matrix are minimized. On the other hand, the 
variance based partial least squares (PLS-SEM) runs an iterative sequence of 
ordinary least squares to estimate partial model relationships which will in turn 
maximize the variance explained by the endogenous latent variables (Hair et al, 
2012). In case of PLS-SEM, the latent variable scores represent the linear 
combination of their manifest variables, where the manifest variables can perfectly 
substitute the latent variable, capturing the variance explained in the endogenous 
latent variables (Fornell & Bookstein, 1982).  
PLS-SEM does not contain distributional assumptions nor have identification 
issues, hence even the more complex models with multiple constructs and 
interrelationships can be tested without restrictions (Hair et al, 2011). Since PLS is 
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capable of explaining complex models, while CB-SEM provides weaker results 
with more indicators (Kemény, 2015), the PLS-SEM will be applied for the 
complex model of the dissertation. PLS-SEM has been widely used in the field of 
marketing, service research, international marketing (Hair et al, 2012) and many 
researchers used it to analyse the service quality, satisfaction and loyalty constructs 
in the higher education industry (Firdaus 2006a; 2006b; Faizan et al, 2016). The 
strength of the PLS-SEM lies in its predicting power (Wold, 1985), so it is the most 
suitable analytical method to develop complex models that expand beyond the 
current theories. 
In order to have a robust PLS-SEM estimation, as a rule of thumb, the minimum 
sample size should be ten times more than the number of path relationships aiming 
at a certain construct in the inner model (Barclay et al, 1995). With regards to the 
sample size, Firdaus (2006b) used a sample of 381 international students reaching 
a 7:1 ratio of observations to latent variables, while Faizan et al (2016) used a 
smaller sample of 241 responses in their final PLS path modelling analysis. 
As normal distribution is not a requirement in case of PLS-SEM, a resampling 
technique called bootstrapping can be used as a means to test model significance 
(Henseler, 2009), where the maximum recommended number of iterations is 15000 
(Ringle et al, 2010). 
The earlier mentioned outer and inner model evaluation has certain measurement 
criteria when assessing the results of PLS-SEM. As part of the outer model 
evaluation the internal consistency reliability, convergent and discriminant 
validities of each construct is measured. The theoretical framework of the 
dissertation contains reflective models only. In order to appropriately evaluate 
reflective outer models, the reliability and validity assessments must take place, as 
summarized below based on Hair et al (2012; p.429). The indicator reliability must 
be reported using the standardized indicator loadings, which is minimum 0.4 for 
exploratory research (Hulland, 1999). The internal consistency reliability should be 
measured with the composite reliability (instead of Cronbach’s alpha) and has to 
reach a minimum value of 0.6 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). With regards to convergent 
validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) is used and must be above 0.5 
(Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) while the discriminant validity can be measured with the 
Fornell-Larcker criterion, where the AVE of each construct must be higher than its 
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squared correlation with any of the measured constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 
Compared to composite reliability, AVE provides a stricter measure of convergent 
validity, so AVE may be disregarded in case of high composite reliability, based on 
Malhotra and Dash (2011): 
"AVE is a more conservative measure than CR. On the basis of CR alone, the 
researcher may conclude that the convergent validity of the construct is adequate, 
even though more than 50% of the variance is due to error.” (p.702). 
 In case the outer model is reliable and valid, then the inner model estimation can 
be examined as a next step. The most important measure of the inner model is the 
coefficient of determination (R2), which shows the explained variance of the 
endogenous latent variables. Additionally, the effect size (f2) has to be reported to 
understand the predictive relevance of the significant paths (Hair et al, 2012).  
After the data collection and data cleaning, the quantitative analysis of the data was 
carried out with SmartPLS 3 (Ringle et al, 2015). The main aim of the statistical 
analysis was to analyse the relationships between the constructs of the research 
model (Figure 9.).  
 
3.3.6. Results of the quantitative research 
In this section the quantitative research results are discussed, starting with the 
descriptive statistics of the sample demographics, followed by the PLS results of 
the measurement model (outer) and the structural model (inner), and finally the 
moderating effects of the control variables are presented.  
3.3.6.1.Sample demographics and program characteristics 
The online survey was distributed through Tempus Public Foundation via their 
regular newsletter to Hungarian universities. The data cleaning process resulted in 
the elimination of 37 responses because of incomplete and inconsistent answers, 
and responses were also deleted when the respondents indicated comprehension 
difficulties in the relevant control question. Accordingly, the final quantitative data 
analysis was conducted based on the remaining valid data from 426 international 
student responses.  
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The sample demographics are show on Table 26, followed by Figure 10, detailing 
the nationality of international students, while the program characteristics are in 
Table 27. A small amount of the respondents did not answer certain questions, 
ranging from 0,2% to 1,4% for each demographic or program characteristic item, 
which is also shown in the summary tables of this section. 
 






 18-20 41 9,6% 
 21-23 97 22,8% 
 24-26 83 19,5% 
 26+ 205 48,1% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Host city 
Budapest 223 52,3% 
Other Hungarian cities 203 47,7% 
Total 426 100,0% 
Gender 
 Male 226 53,1% 
 Female 200 46,9% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Financial situation 
 Much above average 19 4,5% 
 A little above average 56 13,1% 
 Average 249 58,5% 
 A little below average 63 14,8% 
 Much below average 34 8,0% 
 Not answered 5 1,2% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Academic performance 
 Much above average 140 32,9% 
 A little above average 144 33,8% 
 Average 124 29,1% 
 A little below average 11 2,6% 
 Much below average 2 0,5% 
 Not answered 5 1,2% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Host country was first 
choice 
 Yes 281 66,0% 
 No 145 34,0% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Prior intercultural 
experience 
 Yes 336 78,9% 
 No 90 21,1% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Source: own research, own construction 
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As shown in Table 26, the majority of international students was older than 26 
(48,1%), while the three other age groups combined (18-26) reached 51,9%. The 
gender ratio was relatively even, 226 male and 200 female respondents provided 
their answers. More than half of the students (58.5%) reported an average financial 
status compared to fellow students, while less than a quarter of the students (22,8%) 
reported below average and even less students considered to be in a better financial 
situation compared to others (17,6%). The majority of students studied in Budapest 
(52,3%), while the combined respondents of other cities was 47,7%, including 
Debrecen, Miskolc, Győr, Pécs, Szeged, Sopron and Esztergom, however in the 
scope of the current dissertation these are not investigated separately. 
With regards to the academic performance, the majority of students (66,7%) said 
that their grades were above average, less than one third thought to have average 
grades, while only 1,6% thought their grades were worse than their peers. Two-
thirds of the students (66,0%) chose Hungary as their host country in the first place, 
however 34,0% of the international students initially planned to study abroad 
somewhere else. Most of the respondents (78,9%) had some prior intercultural 
experience before their current study abroad program, either studied abroad before, 
engaged with foreigners in different situations or had substantial travel or 
intercultural exposure at some point in their lives. Nevertheless 21,1% of the 
students reported that their Hungarian study abroad program was their first 
significant intercultural experience. 
 
Based on the responses, international students arrived to study in Hungary from 56 
countries in total. Most of them came from Asia (54,5%) and Africa (21,6%), but 
there are many responses from Europe (14,6%) and South America (6,6%) as well, 
and only 1,6% from North American countries. As shown on Figure 10, the top 10 
sender countries account for almost half of the nationalities represented in the 
sample: Syrian Arab Republic (7,3%), Pakistan (5,4%), Jordan (5,4%), India 
(4,7%), Kenya (4,5%), Brazil (4,2%), China (4,0%), Tunisia (3,5%), Mongolia 
(3,5%) and Vietnam (3,5%). The full list of the sender countries with the number 
(and ratio) of international students is available in Appendix 3. As mentioned 
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earlier, the scope of the current research does not cover the potential cultural 
differences between the home country of the respondents. 
Figure 10. Top sender countries 
 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
The research included numerous program characteristics as well. As shown on 
Table 27, the study program level was almost even, as 152 students were studying 
in Bachelor level programs, 136 students were in Masters programs and 132 
students were working towards completing their PhD.  
 
Since the data collection occurred through TPF, the majority of the respondents 
received financial support (94,8%) in the form of government grants throughout 
their studies, while a small portion of the sampled students did not receive such 
financial support or did not answer this question (5,2%). Most students started their 
study abroad program before the outbreak of the pandemic (81,5%), however 
18,5% arrived to Hungary from the 2021 spring semester, at the time when most 
COVID-19 restriction came into effect in Hungary. Only a fraction of the 
respondents had a study abroad program shorter than 1 year (6,8%), a quarter of the 
international students were staying for 1-2 years (25,6%), while most students came 
to Hungary for longer programs, as 58,7% planned to stay for 3-4 years and 8,5% 
for over 4 years. At the time of the data collection all international students were in 


























Table 27. Study abroad program characteristics 




Study program level 
 Bachelor 152 35,7% 
 Masters 136 31,9% 
 PhD 132 31,0% 
 Not answered 6 1,4% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Scholarship holder 
 Yes 404 94,8% 
 No 18 4,2% 
 Not answered 4 0,9% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Program start 
 2018 autumn - 2019 autumn 347 81,5% 
 2020 spring or later 79 18,5% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Program length 
 Less than 1 year 29 6,8% 
 1-2 years 109 25,6% 
 3-4 years 250 58,7% 
 4+ years 36 8,5% 
 Not answered 2 0,5% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Time spent abroad 
Less than 1 year 11 2,6% 
 1-2 years 17 4,0% 
 3-4 years 84 19,7% 
 4+ years 314 73,7% 
 Total 426 100,0% 
Major studies 
 Arts 8 1,9% 
 Humanities 35 8,2% 
 Engineering 99 23,2% 
 Computer sciences 25 5,9% 
 Life sciences and medicine 51 12,0% 
 Natural sciences 37 8,7% 
 Social sciences 49 11,5% 
 Management 46 10,8% 
 Agriculture 18 4,2% 
 Other 57 13,4% 
 Not answered 1 0,2% 
Total 426 100,0% 
Source: own research, own construction 
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The vast majority had spent over 4 years in Hungary already (73,7%), while another 
19,7% spent 3-4 years in Hungary allowing substantial time for sociocultural 
adaptation.  
With regards to the academic field of the respondents, the top 5 majors accounted 
for two-thirds of the study areas: almost a quarter of the students studied in the field 
of engineering (23,2%), followed by life sciences and medicine (12,0%), social 
sciences (11,5%), management (10,8%) and natural sciences (8,7%). 
 
3.3.6.2.Outer model results 
In this section the PLS analysis results are discussed, focusing on the reliability and 
the validity of the examined constructs: self-determined motivations for studying 
abroad, culture shock, acculturation (sociocultural adaptation), perceived service 
quality, satisfaction and loyalty. The database had a total of 66 missing values 
(<0.15% of the total database), during the construct analysis the missing values 
were replaced by the means. 
The PLS algorithm was applied with 300 iterations (stop criterion 10-7) for the 
construct analysis. When measuring indicator reliability, indicators with factor 
loadings below 0.4 must be deleted, however indicators with factor loadings 
between 0.4-0.7 may be kept in case the convergent validity criterion is met for the 
construct and the items are supported by previous empirical results in the extant 
literature (Hair et al, 2012). In case the convergent validity criterion (AVE>0.5) is 
not met, the indicators with factor loadings between 0.4-0.7 can be still maintained 
in case the composite reliability of the construct is above 0.7 based on Malhotra and 
Dash (2011).  
A total of 18 indicators were removed from three constructs due to low level of 
contribution to the constructs (12 items: self-determined motivations for studying 
abroad; 2 items: culture shock; 4 items: acculturation). The analysis checked for 
multicollinearity and found that in case of 7 items the required criterion of VIF<5 
(Hair et al, 2011) was not met, accordingly these indicators were also deleted (4 
items: satisfaction, 2 items: service quality, 1 item: loyalty). Items with factor 
loadings between 0.4-0.7 were retained in the acculturation, motivation and culture 
shock constructs because of their explaining power. In the culture shock construct 
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indicator CS3 was a reverse scale item, so it was recoded into a positive statement 
before the PLS analysis. 
 
Table 28. Factor loadings for all indicators in the measurement model 
Construct 
name 






ACC1 Interacting at social events 0.591 
ACC2 Interacting with members of the opposite sex 0.515 
ACC4 Building and maintaining relationships 0.662 
ACC5 




Changing my behaviour to suit social norms, rules, 
attitudes, beliefs, and customs 
0.552 
ACC7 
Accurately interpreting and responding to other people's 
emotions 
0.616 
ACC8 Managing my academic/work responsibilities 0.635 
ACC9 Working effectively with other students/work colleagues 0.738 
ACC10 
Gaining feedback from other students/work colleagues to 
help improve my performance 
0.734 
ACC11 
Expressing my ideas to other students/work colleagues in 
a culturally appropriate way 
0.743 
ACC12 Maintaining my hobbies and interests 0.634 
ACC13 
Obtaining community services, I require (e.g. 
accommodation, healthcare, banking) 
0.648 
ACC14 Dealing with the bureaucracy 0.555 
ACC15 Attending or participating in community activities 0.668 
ACC17 Adapting to the population density 0.551 
ACC18 Finding my way around 0.648 
ACC19 Adapting to the pace of life 0.672 
Culture shock 
CS1 




Do (did) you feel generally accepted by the local people 
in the new culture? 
0.574 
CS4 




Do (did) you ever feel confused about your role or 
identity in the new culture? 
0.752 
CS6 
Have (had) you found things in your new environment 
shocking or disgusting? 
0.687 
CS7 
Do (did) you ever feel helpless or powerless when trying 
to cope with the new culture? 
0.722 
CS8 




Do (did) you feel uncomfortable if people stare(d) at you 
when you go (went) out? 
0.586 
CS11 
When you go (went) out shopping, do (did) you feel as 
though people may be trying to cheat you? 
0.599 
CS12 




















MOT1 Because studying abroad is interesting 0.736 
MOT2 Because it is a pleasure to study abroad 0.785 
MOT3 Because studying abroad is fun 0.629 
MOT4 Because I enjoy studying abroad 0.802 
MOT5 Because studying abroad is meaningful to me 0.787 
MOT6 Because it is my personal choice to study abroad 0.616 
MOT7 Because studying abroad is personally important to me 0.750 
MOT8 Because I strongly value studying abroad 0.758 
MOT9 Because I want to feel good about myself 0.644 
MOT10 Because studying abroad boosts my self-esteem 0.679 
MOT11 Because I want to prove to myself that I am capable 0.555 
MOT12 Because I want to feel proud of myself 0.578 
Satisfaction 
SAT4 




I am (was) very satisfied with the services provided by 
my host university 
0.911 




Teachers have (had) the knowledge to answer my 
questions relating to the course content 
0.731 
SQ2 Teachers treat(ed) me in a polite way 0.686 
SQ3 
When I have (had) a problem, teachers showed a sincere 
interest in solving it 
0.756 
SQ4 Teachers show(ed) a positive attitude toward students 0.773 
SQ5 Teachers communicate(d) well in the classes 0.762 
SQ6 Teachers provide(d) feedback about my progress 0.748 
SQ7 




Teachers adequately provide(d) the materials discussed 
in the class 
0.775 
SQ9 




When I had a problem, the administrative staff show(ed) 
a sincere interest in solving it 
0.762 
SQ11 Administrative staff provide(d) caring attention 0.751 
SQ13 




When the administrative staff promise(d) to do 
something by a certain time, they do (did) so 
0.775 
SQ16 Administrative staff communicate(d) well with students 0.771 
SQ17 




Administrative staff respect(ed) the terms of 
confidentiality when I disclose(d) information to them 
0.712 
SQ19 
Teachers are (were) willing to respond to my request for 
assistance 
0.776 
SQ20 Teachers allocate(d) sufficient time for consultation 0.772 
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SQ21 
Teachers and the administrative staff ensure(d) that they 
are (were) easily contacted 
0.805 
SQ22 
Teachers are (were) knowledgeable when responding to 
my request 
0.833 
SQ23 The university have (had) excellent quality programs 0.785 
SQ24 
The university offer(ed) a wide range of programs with 
various specializations 
0.711 
SQ25 The university operates an excellent counselling service 0.749 
SQ26 The university offers programs with a flexible structure 0.758 
SQ27 The university has a professional image 0.755 
SQ28 The academic program run by the university is reputable 0.787 
SQ29 The university’s graduates are easily employable 0.637 
SQ30 The university has a good image 0.777 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
For internal consistency reliability the composite reliability (CR) was applied, 
which is recommended to be over 0.7 and convergent validity (AVE) must reach 
0.5 as well (Hair et al, 2012), however in case the composite reliability of the 
construct is above 0.7, then lower AVE is accepted, as the high CR value ensures 
convergent validity (Malhotra & Dash, 2011). After removing the indicators with 
low contribution or due to multicollinearity, all of the examined constructs met the 
recommended criterion of CR>0.7, hence the constructs are reliable and valid, even 
in case of AVE>0.5 (Table 29.).  
 
Table 29. Reliability and convergent validity of the constructs 
Construct name (full) Construct CR  AVE 
Acculturation ACC 0.920 0.407 
Culture shock CS 0.825 0.417 
Loyalty LOY 0.925 0.806 
Self-determined motivations for studying abroad MOT 0.918 0.487 
Satisfaction SAT 0.929 0.814 
Perceived service quality SQ 0.974 0.574 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Discriminant validity was analysed with two measures, first based on the criterion 
of Fornell and Larcker (1981) and the results were also checked for the cross 
loadings of the constructs (Hair et al, 2011). Based on the results shown in Table 
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30, each construct’s AVE was higher than its squared correlation with any other 
construct, meeting the Fornell-Larcker criterion for discriminant validity.  
 
Table 30. Discriminant validity based on Fornell and Larcker 
 ACC CS LOY MOT SAT SQ 
ACC 0.638      
CS -0.375 0.646     
LOY 0.369 -0.390 0.898    
MOT 0.328 -0.241 0.379 0.698   
SAT 0.435 -0.389 0.821 0.430 0.902  
SQ 0.396 -0.390 0.749 0.393 0.780 0.758 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Also, each indicator has the highest loading in the construct it was intended to 
measure, so there are no cross loadings in the model. Based on the results of the 
outer model analysis, there is sufficient evidence for the reliability and validity of 
the examined constructs, hence the inner model may be examined in the next 
section. 
 
3.3.6.3. Inner model results 
This section discusses the analysis of the inner model, aiming to uncover the 
significance and validity of the relationships between the examined constructs. The 
database had a total of 66 missing values (<0.15% of the total database), during the 
path modelling analysis the missing values were replaced by the means. 
 
Since PLS SEM is distribution free, in order to conduct significance testing, it must 
apply bootstrapping samples (resampling) when delivering the model evaluation 
(Henseler, 2009). The bootstrapping parameter was set to 5000 subsamples (Hair et 
al, 2011; 2014), and complete bootstrapping was run at a 0.05 significance level. 
Based on the path modelling, all of the hypothesized construct relationships were 













T Statistics  P Values 
ACC -> SAT 0.125 0.126 0.033 3.810 0.000 
ACC -> SQ 0.299 0.304 0.052 5.759 0.000 
CS -> ACC -0.314 -0.324 0.044 7.171 0.000 
MOT -> ACC 0.251 0.254 0.041 6.073 0.000 
MOT -> SAT 0.119 0.119 0.042 2.847 0.004 
MOT -> SQ 0.295 0.296 0.055 5.341 0.000 
SAT -> LOY 0.821 0.822 0.023 36.448 0.000 
SQ -> SAT 0.685 0.684 0.040 17.036 0.000 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Based on the results of the direct relationship between the constructs, the self-
determined motivations, acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) and perceived 
service quality have a positive effect on satisfaction; acculturation (sociocultural 
adaptation) has a positive effect on perceived service quality; satisfaction has a 
positive influence on loyalty while culture shock negatively influences 
acculturation (sociocultural adaptation). 
Based on the original samples (Table 31), perceived service quality has the 
strongest influence (β=0.685) on satisfaction, followed by the level of acculturation 
(sociocultural adaptation) (β=0.125) and self-determined motivations for studying 
abroad (β=0.119). It can also be concluded that the perceived service quality was 
impacted by the level of acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) (β=0.299) and to 
slightly lesser extent also by the self-determined motivations for studying abroad 
(β=0.295). Motivations appeared to also have an impact on acculturation (β=0.251) 
while culture shock negatively influenced the level of acculturation (β=-0.314). 
Finally, satisfaction had an effect on loyalty (β=0.821), which appeared to be the 
strongest connection in the model. 
 
The goodness of the model was assessed with the R2 values, where in case of R2>0.1 
the strength of the structural path is acceptable (Falk & Miller, 1992), because an 
















ACC 0.200 0.214 0.037 5.450 0.000 
LOY 0.674 0.676 0.037 18.272 0.000 
SAT 0.640 0.645 0.038 16.960 0.000 
SQ 0.234 0.246 0.046 5.076 0.000 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
The reported R2 values are above 0.1 for all of the examined endogenous constructs, 
hence the predictive capability of acculturation (sociocultural adaptation), 
perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty are established. Satisfaction 
(R2=0.640) and loyalty (R2=0.674) had the strongest predictive capability, and in 
marketing studies the 0.5-0.75 range is considered to have a moderate to high 
explaining power (Hair et al, 2014). The variance explained by MOT and ACC in 
SQ is R2=0.234, which, in case of psychological constructs such as MOT and ACC, 
is considered a moderately strong effect. Similarly, the variance explained by MOT 
and CS in ACC (R2=0.200) is a moderately strong effect in the context of 
sociocultural adjustment as shown below (Figure 11.). 
 
Figure 11. Significant paths and R2 
 
Source: own research, own construction 
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The dissertation research questions also investigated the mediating role of 
perceived service quality and the mediating role of acculturation (sociocultural 
adaptation); accordingly, the mediation analysis was performed to assess these 
indirect effects. Since there is a direct effect (significant path) between MOT and 
SAT, and MOT exerts some of its influence directly on ACC, similar to the 
connection between ACC and SAT, there is a partial mediation between MOT and 
SAT through ACC. The strength of the indirect effect is β = 0.075, which is weaker 
than the direct effect between MOT and SAT (β=0.119). 
With regards to the mediating role of the perceived service quality, both the direct 
and indirect paths are significant, accordingly, perceived service quality is also a 
partial mediator between SAT and MOT. The strength of this partial mediation is 
β= 0.202, which is stronger than the direct effect between MOT and SAT (β=0.119). 
The third mediating effect examined is between ACC and SAT, where all paths are 
also significant. In line with that, SQ acts a partial mediator between ACC and SAT 
with a combined path strength of β = 0.205, which is stronger than the direct effect 
of ACC on SAT (0.125). The summary of the partial mediation of the examined 
constructs is shown in Table 33. 
 











ACC -> SQ -> SAT 0.205 0.208 0.036 5.723 0.000 
MOT -> SQ -> SAT 0.202 0.203 0.042 4.830 0.000 
MOT -> ACC -> SQ 0.075 0.077 0.018 4.075 0.000 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
Finally, the effect size (f2) is examined to determine the strength of the effects in 
the model, where 0.02 is considered weak, 0.15 is a moderate and 0.35 is a strong 
effect (Cohen, 1988). Based on the results (Table 34), SQ has a strong effect on 
SAT (f2=0.991) and SAT exerts an even stronger influence on LOY (f2=2.063). On 
the other hand, ACC has a moderate impact on SQ (f2=0.104) and similarly, the 
effect size of MOT and SQ (f2=0.102), CS and ACC (f2=0,116) and MOT and ACC 
(f2=0.075) have a moderately strong predictive relevance for the model. Lastly, 
some weaker, but still significant effects have been found, both for ACC and SAT 
(f2=0.035) and MOT and SAT (f2=0.032). 
133 
Table 34. Effect size (f2) 









Source: own research, own construction 
 
In the next section the moderating power of international student characteristics, 
demographics and personality traits are discussed. 
 
3.3.6.4.Moderating variable results 
The PLS path modelling analysis included a set of moderators. Based on the 
literature the measurement survey collected data on the demographics, personal 
characteristics and personality of international students. The results were obtained 
with the same settings as above (bootstrapping with 5000 subsamples), where the 
non-significant moderators were eliminated from the model in an iterative manner.  
In table 35 the remaining significant control variables are shown with their 
corresponding path coefficient and significance values. At the 95% significance 
level, CS and ACC were impacted by the level of awareness of differences in 
teaching style in Hungary (β=-0.136), meaning that those who had more intense 
culture shock, reached lower level of acculturation when they were less prepared 
for the differences in teaching style.  
CS and ACC was also moderated by the amount of interaction with members of the 
home country (β=0.095), so those who were in daily touch with their friends and 
family, reached higher level of sociocultural adaptation. SAT and LOY were 
slightly negatively moderated by the amount of sacrifice international students had 
to make to be able to study abroad (β=-0.066), so students who had to make more 
sacrifices scored lower on loyalty. SAT was moderated by two control variables: 
age (β=-0.057) and academic performance (β=0.066), where higher age group 
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students were less satisfied, while a better academic performance positively 
moderated SQ and SAT. 
 














I was aware of the 
differences in teaching 
style between my home 
country and the host 
country 
ACC -0.136 -0.136 0.043 3.162 0.002 
While studying abroad, I 
was in daily interaction 
with people from my 
home country 
ACC 0.095 0.094 0.043 2.215 0.027 
I had to make significant 
personal sacrifices to be 
able to study abroad 
LOY -0.066 -0.065 0.028 2.312 0.021 
Age group SAT -0.057 -0.056 0.025 2.253 0.024 
Academic performance 
compared to others 
SAT 0.066 0.064 0.031 2.170 0.030 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
It is worth mentioning that the analysis of control variables related to the personality 
of international students did not yield significant results, however the trait of 
agreeableness was close to the cut-off point (p=0.058). After measuring the direct 
relationships between all constructs, it was found that the additional control 
variables such as gender, financial situation, host country choice, prior cultural 
exposure, study program level, host city, program length and program start (pre-
COVID / during COVID), time spent abroad and the major study area did not 
moderate the examined relationships. 
 
In the next section the empirical research results are connected with the research 
questions, hypotheses and the extant literature review to draw the final conclusions 






3.3.7. Research hypotheses results 
The first research question (What are the most important motivations for studying 
abroad and is there a direct connection to satisfaction, and an indirect connection 
to the loyalty of international students?) included two hypotheses to examine the 
relationship between self-determined motivations for studying abroad, satisfaction 
and loyalty. 
H1a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on satisfaction 
H1b: Satisfaction has a positive influence on loyalty 
 
There is scarcity in research materials about the connection between motivations 
for studying abroad and international student satisfaction (Chirkov 2003; 2005). 
International students are influenced by push and pull factors (Mazzarol et al, 1997) 
which define the sequence of choosing the host country and host institutions and 
most motivations can be categorized based on that theory. The push and pull factors 
(McMahon, 1992; Mazzarol, 1998; 2002) categorized host country level and host 
institution level reasons to study abroad, evaluating factors such as the amount and 
availability of information, influencers and advisers around the student, financial 
and mental costs, physical environment, emotional environment, geographical 
proximity, time zone and travel time, social connections with relatives or friends 
who live(d) in the host country (Mazzarol, 1997). Motivations for studying abroad 
include personal development, cultural learning, exploring a new country, making 
international friends or nurture an international career path (Leutwyler & 
Meierhans, 2013). Sheldon et al (2017) provided a continuum ranging from making 
a self-determined choice to losing the autonomy of decision. The level of autonomy 
in making the decision to study abroad also impacted satisfaction (Yang et al, 2017). 
Based on the qualitative research phase the motivations for studying abroad can be 
categorized based on the level of self-determined motivations, which then in turn 
appeared to influence the level of satisfaction. In the quantitative research phase of 
the dissertation the PLS path modelling confirmed that the self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad exert a positive influence on satisfaction, 
accordingly H1 is accepted.    
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There is plentiful research about the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty 
and many researchers support the view that loyalty is a consequence of satisfaction 
(Fernandes et al, 2013; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Zhou et al, 
2016; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017; Kashif & Cheewakrakokbit, 2018; Arrivabene 
et al, 2019). Loyalty is most often conceptualized as a single multi-attribute 
construct (Oliver, 1997; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 
2019), including word-of-mouth. The qualitative research confirmed the 
importance of loyal behaviour of international students and the PLS path modelling 
provided quantitative evidence to confirm the positive influence of satisfaction 
on loyalty, hence H2 is also accepted. 
 
The second research question (Does the level of acculturation mediate the 
relationship between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and 
satisfaction? Does the level of acculturation also mediate the relationship between 
self-determined motivations for studying abroad and the perceived service quality?) 
included three hypotheses as shown below: 
H2a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
H2b: Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence on 
satisfaction 
H2c: Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence on 
perceived service quality 
 
The interrelationship between self-determined motivations, acculturation 
(sociocultural adaptation), perceived service quality and satisfaction in the higher 
education is scarcely researched.  
The acculturation strategy (Berry, 1997) of international students depends on the 
willingness to connect in multiple ways with the host culture (Chirkov, 2007; 
Dentakos et al, 2016) and its outcome is expected to largely define the study abroad 
experience. Other researchers focused on the culture learning aspect, where 
acculturation was measured with the behavioural outcome, the sociocultural 
adaptation of international students (Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Wilson et al, 2013). 
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In the extant literature the host country effect often consists of socio-economic and 
environmental factors such as cost of living, climate, lifestyle, regulations and 
culture in general (Arambewela, 2003), however the acquisition of cultural skills 
(Zhou et al, 2008) is not examined as a predictor of service quality or satisfaction. 
In the dissertation the host country factors focus on the cultural elements only, more 
specifically on the experienced culture shock (Oberg, 1960; Hidasi 2004; Malota, 
2013) and the cultural competence of international students (Wilson, 2013; Wilson 
et al, 2017), where the relationship between motivations and acculturation is also 
under researched (Chirkov at el, 2007; 2008). The qualitative research phase 
indicated that there might be a connection between these factors. 
Based on the PLS path modelling, self-determined motivations for studying 
abroad have a positive influence on acculturation (sociocultural adaptation), 
so H2A is supported. 
Yang et al (2017) found that when international student felt competent in the 
academic area, and performed better while living abroad, their level of satisfaction 
was also higher (Yang et al, 2017). In the dissertation the cultural competence was 
in the focus of the research (Wilson, 2013), and it was assumed based on the scarce 
amount of available literature that in case the cultural competence is higher, then 
international students will be more satisfied with their overall program. Based on 
the qualitative results this claim received more support. 
The path modelling confirmed that the acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
has a positive influence on satisfaction, so H2B is accepted. 
According to Davis et al (2017) acculturation may have an impact on service 
quality, however that relationship is quite under researched in case of international 
students. Acculturation also appeared to support the academic adjustment of 
international students (Chirkov, 2008), which is part of the experienced service 
quality provided by the host institution. The in-depth interview results showed a 
tendency that acculturation can be a mediator between motivations and service 
quality, as international students with more culture-oriented motivations were more 
likely to adapt to the local culture and have the confidence to ask questions from 
teachers and communicate more frequently with international student coordinators. 
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The PLS analysis also confirmed that there is a significant positive path between 
acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) and perceived service quality, hence 
H2C is accepted. 
 
The third research question (What are the most important culture shock factors for 
international students and does culture shock impact the acculturation?) contained 
one hypothesis: 
H3: Culture shock negatively impacts acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
 
When international students go abroad, they start to familiarize themselves with the 
new cultural environment and face some level of culture shock (Oberg, 1960). 
Among the dramatic changes, they lose the supporting network of family and 
friends (Chaney & Martin, 2011), and have to adapt to the new norms, values, 
language, behaviour or people of the local culture (Malota, 2013) and fellow 
international students, which is a frustrating mental and physical inconvenience 
(Hidasi, 2004). Culture shock often manifests in the forms of perceived 
discrimination, homesickness, perceived hate, rejection, fear or stress due to the 
change and the sense of guilt for leaving behind people in the home country (Sandhu 
& Asrabadi, 1994). Mumford (1998) categorized culture shock into core elements 
that are perceived by the individual (disgust, acceptance, stress, confusion, lack of 
support) and the interpersonal elements, which are related to the interactions with 
members of the host culture. Previously clinical treatments were considered (Brown 
et al, 1975), more recent frameworks offer stress coping mechanisms and cultural 
learning (Ward & Furnham, 2001) as a solution, saying that international students 
can learn to behave in a culturally appropriate manner and overcome the shocking 
experiences that way (Zhou et al, 2008). In case international students experienced 
more intense shock in the host culture (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994), it was expected 
to be more difficult for them to adapt to their new environment (Wilson et al, 2017). 
In the qualitative research it was also found that those who described their 
experiences as really shocking, seemed to lose interest in learning more about the 
culture, they just accepted things as they were and coped on the stress response 
level (Zhou et al, 2008). 
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Based on the PLS path modelling there is a significant negative relationship 
between culture shock and acculturation (sociocultural adaptation), 
accordingly H3 is accepted as well. 
 
With regards to the host institution factor, the fourth research question (Does 
perceived service quality mediate the relationship between self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction?) included two hypotheses 
H4a: Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on perceived service quality 
H4b: Perceived service quality has a positive influence on satisfaction 
 
Service quality has been a widely researched marketing construct with various 
measurement models considering expectations, such as the SERVQUAL scale 
(Parasuraman et al, 1988) or the performance only scale of the SERVPERF 
approach (Cronin & Taylor, 1992). In order to obtain more accurate results, higher 
education specific measurement scales have emerged, for instance the HEdPERF 
(Firdaus, 2006a; 2006b) which was further polished by more recent research results 
(Faizan et al, 2016; Arrivabene, 2019). Academic services provided by the host 
institution are important for international students for many reasons. These scales 
consider the most important aspects of academic and faculty related service 
delivery, university reputation, access to services and the overall program offering, 
and some researchers created culturally sensitive scales as well (Raajpoot, 2014).  
The connection between self-determined motivations and perceived service quality 
is quite under researched. Based on the interview results, it can be claimed that 
some international student motivation groups had a more positive impact on 
perceived service quality, while others resulted in negative outcomes. Nevertheless, 
those who had stronger intrinsic motivations, and deeper values connected to 
learning about the country or culture, seemed to be more forgiving and had a more 
positive experience, even when they perceived subpar service quality. 
Based on the PLS analysis the self-determined motivations for studying abroad 
had a positive influence on perceived service quality, so H4a is accepted. 
There is a wide range of research about the connection between perceived service 
quality and satisfaction. Most researchers agree that perceived service quality is an 
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antecedent to satisfaction (Alves & Raposo (2007; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007, 
Fernandes et al, 2013), Appio et al, 2013; Faizan et al, 2016; Marimon et al, 2018; 
2019). The qualitative research also confirmed that the perceived knowledge, 
helpfulness, manners and experience of the academic staff and international 
coordinators had an impact on the level of satisfaction.  
Based on the quantitative path modelling, there is a significant positive connection 
between perceived service quality and satisfaction, hence H4B is also accepted. 
 
All of the examined hypotheses were accepted as a significant path in the model 
and are summarized in Table 36. 
 
Table 36. Summary of research hypotheses results 
H1a Accepted 
Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on satisfaction 
H1b Accepted Satisfaction has a positive influence on loyalty 
H2a Accepted 
Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
H2b Accepted 
Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence 
on satisfaction 
H2c Accepted 
Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a positive influence 
on perceived service quality 
H3 Accepted 
Culture shock negatively impacts acculturation (sociocultural 
adaptation) 
H4a Accepted 
Self-determined motivations for studying abroad have a positive 
influence on perceived service quality 
H4b Accepted Perceived service quality has a positive influence on satisfaction 
Source: own research, own construction 
 
3.3.8. Conclusions of the quantitative research 
The quantitative research provided extensive insights about the examined 
constructs and their interrelationship. It must be noted, that since the quantitative 
data collection occurred during the lockdown, the final constructs reflect the 
circumstances provided by the virtual education system and the lockdown measures 
that were in effect in Hungary in 2021 (public places, bars, restaurants were closed 
and events and public gatherings were cancelled or heavily restricted). 
 
The construct of self-determined motivations was reliable and valid. Yang et al 
(2017) used a parcelling approach to reduce the number of indicators when 
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measuring self-determined motivations, and they used eventually only 4 indicators, 
combining: intrinsic, identified and positive introjected indicators, and using one 
for negative introjected, external and amotivation indicators respectively. In 
contrast with that in the current research the lower autonomy part of the scale 
(amotivation, external, negative introjection) were removed due to their 
insignificant contribution to the construct. Based on the quantitative results, the 
construct of self-determined motivations for studying abroad included the higher 
autonomy indicators such as intrinsic motivations, identification and positive 
introjection. The key indicators of self-determined motivations were joy, 
meaningful experience, personal importance, curiosity and a boost to self-esteem, 
all of which are in the high autonomy end of the SDT motivation continuum. 
The remaining motivation categories (amotivation, external, negative introjection) 
have appeared throughout the data corpus, however did not contribute significantly 
to the motivation construct. The low contribution of the eliminated indicators could 
be due to the impact of the characteristics of the sample and the country-wide 
lockdown together. Since most of the respondents were in Hungary already for over 
3 years, they could have had difficulties recalling their initial (potentially more 
externally controlled) study abroad motivations. Also, during the lockdown, 
international students (and the population in general) had plenty of time to reflect 
on their goals and priorities, so they could have re-evaluated their motivations 1-2 
years ago. Based on the literature review (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001) the 
introjection, identification and intrinsic motivations were expected to be less 
prevalent, however also due to the lockdown, international students had to rely 
more onto themselves. At the same time, expectations from the home country may 
have been deprioritized, which could indicate a higher level of desire to settle in 
Hungary (Maringe, 2006) after finishing the study abroad program. 
Also, it is a possible explanation, that during the lockdown international students 
were focusing more on the higher-end of the autonomy scale, emphasizing their 
own wants and needs, resulting in a higher weight towards positive introjection, 




The constructs of satisfaction and loyalty were also reliable and valid. The most 
important satisfaction indicators were the sense of enjoyable experience (Faizan et 
al, 2016), the services provided by the host institution and life in the host country 
(Paharoo et al, 2013). The highest scoring loyalty indicators were about the pride 
in studying at the host institution (Alves & Raposo, 2007), the recommendation to 
friends and family, and that students would choose another program at the same 
HEI in case they wanted to enrol to a different program in the future (Faizan et al, 
2016). Based on the quantitative empirical research there is a significant connection 
between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction, which 
supports the results of Yang et al (2017). This was also supported by the qualitative 
results, as it was seen that international students who had higher intrinsic and 
positive introjection related motivations (indicating higher autonomy in the 
motivation) appeared to be more satisfied with their life in the host country and host 
institution as well. The empirical results also confirmed that loyalty is a 
consequence of satisfaction (Fernandes et al, 2013; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007; 
Faizan et al, 2016; Zhou et al, 2016; Shahsavar & Sudzina, 2017; Kashif & 
Cheewakrakokbit, 2018; Arrivabene et al, 2019) and that loyalty can be measured 
as single multi-attribute construct, including word-of-mouth in the loyalty construct 
(Faizan et al, 2016). 
 
The perceived service quality construct was measured with a performance only 
approach (Cronin & Taylor, 1992) based on a higher education specific HEdPERF 
scale developed by Firdaus (2006a). Based on the empirical results, the indicators 
of the construct largely contributed to the construct, retaining all of the key 
elements: academic aspects, non-academic aspects, access, program issue and 
reputation as well, confirming the validity of the service quality scale used by 
Faizan et al (2016). The most important perceived service quality indicators were 
the professional knowledge of teachers, availability of teachers and administrative 
staff, adequate documentation from teachers, the reputation of the study program 
and the overall service quality of the program. These results are in line with 
previous researchers (Gibson, 2010; Fernandes et al, 2013; Suleyman, 2014; 
Arrivabene, 2019) and the qualitative empirical research results as well. 
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Only two indicators were removed from the non-academic aspects due to 
redundancy, as the attitude and efficiency of the administrative staff of the HEIs 
were too similar to knowledge, communication skills and reliability of the 
coordinators. This may be a result of the virtual education system, as international 
students did not have face-to-face time with their coordinators, there were less 
visible facets (such as attitude) to be distinguished based solely on the e-mail 
communications. It is important to note that the reputation of the host institution 
was less prominent in the qualitative phase (mostly students from Western 
countries), while in the quantitative phase where the sample consisted of students 
mostly from non-Western countries, the importance of reputation and image of the 
HEIs was more important. 
 
The path modelling confirmed that self-determined motivations have a 
significant influence on perceived service quality. This is an important finding of 
the empirical research, as the extant literature did not yield quantitative research 
results connecting these constructs in the higher education context. By 
understanding the motivations of internationals students, HEIs could be able to 
better customize the international student experience to increase perceived service 
quality. The qualitative research found that when international students were 
motivated by learning about the host country or wanted to gain life experience 
(showing high levels of autonomy: intrinsic and identification motivations, Yang et 
al, 2017), appeared to be more satisfied with their host institution. Collecting life 
experiences, living independently and becoming autonomous was important for 
students, and these motivators provided a generally positive mindset for them to 
accept problems and challenges related to the host country or host institution, as 
part of their journey on self-development.  
 
Self-determined motivations also had a significant impact on acculturation. 
The relationship between motivations and acculturation is under researched 
(Chirkov at el, 2007; 2008), hence it is an important finding of the dissertation. 
Understanding the motivations of international students is key for HEIs to help 
them in their acculturation journey, which significantly impacts the perceived 
quality of services as noted earlier. Dentakos et al (2016) described the relationship 
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between acculturation motivation and found it to be a good predictor of 
sociocultural adaptation, especially when international students were open for new 
experiences and spent more time on socializing with people from the local culture. 
Based on the in-depth interviews, higher levels of self-determined motivations 
(intrinsic, identification) such as gaining life experience and learning about the local 
culture naturally led to higher rates of acculturation among the interviewees. 
 
The connection between perceived service quality and satisfaction is well-
researched and generally perceived service quality is conceptualized as an 
antecedent to satisfaction (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Helgesen & Nesset, 2007, 
Fernandes et al, 2013; Appio et al, 2013; Faizan et al, 2016; Marimon et al, 2018; 
2019). Both the qualitative and quantitative research confirmed that the indicators 
applied by Faizan et al (2016), such as knowledge, availability, helpfulness, 
feedback provided, manners and experience of the academic staff and international 
coordinators had an impact on the level of satisfaction of international students. 
 
The construct of acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) was valid and 
reliable, and only a few indicators were removed due to low level of contribution 
to the construct. The acculturation construct in the empirical research focused on 
the behavioural outcomes of acculturation (Zhou et al, 2008) and used a 
sociocultural adaptation scale that was originally developed by Searle and Ward 
(1990) and Ward and Kennedy (1999). The scale was revised by Wilson (2013) 
who grouped the competence of international students in the areas of interpersonal 
communication, academic performance, personal interests and community 
involvement, ecological adaptation and language proficiency. Applying the scale of 
Wilson (2013), the most important acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) 
indicators were expressing ideas to other students in a culturally appropriate 
manner, working effectively with students from other cultures, adapting to the pace 
of life, participating in community activities and building and maintaining 
relationships. These indicators were in line with the qualitative research results, 
where it was found that international students were often craving to connect with 
locals and other international students, so any chance of a common activity or 
working on a course project together was an important cultural experience for them. 
145 
It is key for institution that international students do not fail in their socializing 
efforts, as it could lead to frustration and lack of adjustment (Killick, 2008), 
ultimately affecting perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty towards the 
institution. 
Based on the empirical research, all of the competence categories were retained, 
except for the language proficiency (Wilson, 2013), which did not contribute to the 
model. In previous research (Malota, 2016) language was an important factor for 
foreigners studying in Hungary, however due to the lockdown, international 
students most likely had significantly less chance to interact with locals throughout 
2020 and 2021, accordingly it is understandable that language competence was less 
important for the acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) construct. The 
sociocultural competence indicators of interpreting the gestures and facial 
expression of locals and the adaptation to the noise level was also insignificant for 
the same reason, for most students the curfew restricted the opportunities to interact 
with the local environment. The research did not aim to measure the impact cultural 
distance had on the level of acculturation, however as a general guide, when the 
cultural distance is smaller, a higher level of acculturation is expected (Malota, 
2013). 
 
Acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) had a significant effect on perceived 
service quality and satisfaction as well. In the theoretical framework of the 
dissertation, the acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) construct is mediating the 
relationship between motivations and satisfaction, and also between motivations 
and perceived service quality. The relationship between acculturation and service 
quality has been quite under researched (Davis et al, 2017), acculturation was found 
to support the academic adjustment of international students (Chirkov, 2008). 
Accordingly, another important finding of the empirical research, is that there is a 
significant direct relationship between acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) and 
the perceived service quality. The host country culture was rarely investigated in 
this context; hence this is an additional opportunity for HEIs to explore how they 
could improve their intercultural training orientation programs. There could be 
multiple cases and interpretations to explain the connection. The in-depth 
interviews also confirmed that in case international students were able to better 
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adapt to their cultural environment, set up their routine, social supporting circle 
(Hidasi, 2004) and adapt to the pace of life, they could focus more on their studies. 
Also, in this case they received more help from peers and had a better academic 
performance, which could lead to enhanced perception of service quality and 
satisfaction as well. Also, through cultural learning (Zhou et al, 2008) international 
students can acquire the necessary intercultural competence (Wilson et al, 2017) to 
confidently approach their professors and coordinators with their questions. It could 
be argued that in case international student are more focused on their cultural 
environment, they pay less attention to their studies, however since most of the 
students were receiving a scholarship, they had to comply with minimum 
requirements to keep the grant. 
 
Culture shock was also a valid and reliable construct and it had a significant 
negative impact on acculturation. This connection is in line with the expectations 
based on the literature and the in-depth interviews. The culture shock construct 
retained both the core culture shock items and the interpersonal culture shock items. 
Based on the results the top culture shock indicators from the scale (Mumford, 
1998) were the confusion about the role or identity in the new culture, anxiety when 
meeting local people, the sense of helplessness and powerlessness when trying to 
cope with the new culture and encountering with some shocking or disgusting 
elements in the host culture. These indicators are in line with the experiences 
brought by international students during the in-depth interviews, as they often felt 
that they could not ask for help in everyday situations (for instance shopping or 
using public transport) or they had to worry about having their student ID delayed 
for months. Only two indicators proved to be insignificant, on one hand, in 
accordance with the revised sociocultural adaptation scale (Wilson, 2013), the lack 
of interaction with locals resulted in that students did not have to intensely focus on 
learning about the gestures and facial expressions of locals. Later on, this may lead 
to potentially more negative cultural experiences after re-opening the country, as 
international students missed the opportunity to learn about interpreting the 
behaviour of locals. On the other hand, the indicator of missing family and friends 
back home was left out as well, which could mean that international students who 
have spent years in Hungary, do not need to rely on their home supporting network 
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anymore. The negative impact of culture shock signifies that a higher level of 
acculturative stress (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994) will lead to lower level of 
sociocultural adaptation (Wilson et al, 2017). In the qualitative phase this was often 
the case: international students who faced very intense or prolonged stress due to 
cultural differences, often just acknowledged that local people and their reactions 
are different, but did not feel confident or did not want to endure the stress required 
for growth as modelled by Kim (2001). On the other hand, when someone 
experienced minor differences in the local culture, local academic system, the 
attitude of people, and received more help from the local culture, they were more 
likely to step on the journey of acculturation. This is also in line with the findings 
of previous studies that emphasized the importance of building a supportive 
network of local and international students (Bochner, 1982) and reaching a positive 
academic-self in the host country (Killick, 2008). 
 
The international students’ characteristics, demographics and personality 
traits were used as control variables in the research to see which factors 
moderated the main constructs of the model. Confirming the findings of Vangelis 
& Hill (2019), international students who knew more about the differences in 
teaching style between their home country and Hungary, were more likely to reach 
higher levels of acculturation. Students who kept in touch with their friends and 
family on a daily basis also reached higher level of acculturation, which seems to 
contradict the current theories (Berry, 1994; 1997). However, the lockdown may 
have caused this, as international students essentially had to sit at home, so family 
and friends could have been the only option to socialize for a substantial period of 
time. In case international students had to make significant sacrifices (Vangelis & 
Hill, 2019) to be able to study abroad, they were less loyal to the host institution. 
The reason for that could be that loyalty was largely measured by intentions to 
further studies at the same HEI and word-of-mouth, so in case they had to make a 
huge sacrifice, potentially their level of satisfaction was not that high to think it was 
worth the sacrifice, hence they will rather not spread positive word-of-mouth about 
the host institution. International students who were above 26 years old, were less 
satisfied with their study abroad program. A plausible reason for that could be that 
based on their general experience in the higher education they had higher 
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expectations which were not met, as opposed to younger student, who may be less 
familiar with what they could expect from the HEI and tolerates mistakes easier. 
Academic performance moderated the level of satisfaction, so in case international 
students had better grades (Brokaw et al, 2004), they were more satisfied with their 
overall study program as well. As mentioned earlier, the additional control variables 
such as gender, financial situation, host country choice, prior cultural exposure, 
study program level, host city, program length and program start (pre-COVID / 
during COVID), time spent abroad and the major study area did not moderate the 
examined relationships. The lockdown may have eliminated many of the specific 
needs, leaving only the basic requirements which do not significantly differ across 
different demographics. If that is the case, it is expected to be a temporary phase, 
and with the face-to-face education reinstated, international students will have again 
much more stimuli to evaluate, which will lead to more differences depending on 






In the conclusions the empirical research results are discussed based on the research 
questions and the corresponding hypotheses, followed by the theoretical and 
practical contributions of the dissertation. At the end of the section the research 
limitations and future research directions are presented. 
 
4.1.Summary of the results 
 
In the literature review of the dissertation the constructs have been introduced and 
established based on the currently available theories. The key constructs of the 
dissertation were the self-determined motivations for studying abroad, perceived 
service quality, acculturation (sociocultural adaptation), culture shock, satisfaction 
and loyalty in the context of international higher education. 
 
The aim of the dissertation was to understand the motivations of international 
students and how it impacts their satisfaction and loyalty, and to what extent do the 
host country culture and the host institution services influence the overall study 
abroad program satisfaction. The research aimed to provide a theoretical framework 
to describe the study abroad experience in a holistic approach, where the cultural, 
institutional and personal factors are connected. In the first phase of the empirical 
research 40 in-depth interviews were conducted and analysed with thematic content 
analysis to gain first hand insights from international students. In the second phase 
of the empirical research 463 responses were collected from international students 
through an online survey, of which 423 valid responses were analysed with PLS 
path modelling. The research results are presented through the research questions 





Research question 1: what are the most important motivations for studying 
abroad and is there a direct connection to satisfaction? Does satisfaction have 
an impact on the loyalty of international students? 
Based on the PLS analysis, motivations for studying abroad consisted of the higher 
autonomy items such as intrinsic motivations, identification and positive 
introjection (Sheldon, 2017; Yang et al, 2017). The key indicators of self-
determined motivations in the dissertation were joy, meaningful experience, 
personal importance, curiosity and a boost to self-esteem. These motivations are in 
line with the results of the in-depth interviews of the empirical research and also 
with the motivations identified by Leutwyler & Meierhans (2013). The remaining 
motivation categories (amotivation, external, negative introjection) did not 
contribute significantly to the motivation construct. The low contribution of the 
latter indicators could be due to the impact of the characteristics of the sample and 
the country-wide lockdown together. 
Based on the PLS path modelling there is weak, but significant direct connection 
between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction, and there 
is a strong and significant direct connection between satisfaction and loyalty. 
 
Research question 2: does the level of acculturation mediate the relationship 
between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? 
Does the level of acculturation also mediate the relationship between self-
determined motivations for studying abroad and the perceived service 
quality? 
The acculturation construct in the empirical research focused on the behavioural 
outcomes of acculturation (Zhou et al, 2008) and used a sociocultural adaptation 
scale that was originally developed by Searle and Ward (1990) and Ward and 
Kennedy (1999). The scale was revised by Wilson (2013) who grouped the 
competence of international students in the areas of interpersonal communication, 
academic performance, personal interests and community involvement, ecological 
adaptation and language proficiency. Applying the scale of Wilson (2013), the most 
important acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) indicators were expressing ideas 
to other students in a culturally appropriate manner, working effectively with 
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students from other cultures, adapting to the pace of life, participating in community 
activities and building and maintaining relationships.  
The relationship between motivations and acculturation is under researched 
(Chirkov at el, 2007; 2008), and Dentakos et al (2016) found that acculturation 
motivation could be a good predictor of sociocultural adaptation. Based on the in-
depth interviews, self-determined motivations such as interest in the local culture 
and gaining life experience (intrinsic and identification motivations (Yang et al, 
2017) appeared to indicate higher rates of acculturation. The relationship between 
acculturation and service quality has been also quite under researched (Davis et al, 
2017), but acculturation was found to support the academic adjustment of 
international students (Chirkov, 2008). 
Based on the PLS analysis the acculturation (sociocultural adaptation) has a weak 
partial mediating effect on the relationship between self-determined motivations for 
studying abroad and satisfaction. The mediation is only partial, because the direct 
connections of the construct were also significant as discussed in the previous 
research question. At the same time, acculturation was a moderately strong partial 
mediator construct between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and 
service quality. Based on these partial mediations the importance of adjusting to the 
host country culture has been proven as well. 
 
Research question 3: what are the most important culture shock factors for 
international students and does culture shock impact the acculturation? 
Based on the scale of Mumford (1998), the top culture shock indicators were the 
confusion about the role or identity in the new culture, anxiety when meeting local 
people, the sense of helplessness and powerlessness when trying to cope with the 
new culture and encountering with some shocking or disgusting elements in the 
host culture. The culture shock items are also in line with the findings of Sandhu 
and Asrabadi (1994) and the in-depth interview results of the current research. 
The PLS path modelling confirmed that there is a moderately strong negative 
connection between culture shock and acculturation, meaning that a higher level of 
culture shock resulted in lower level of acculturation (sociocultural adaptation). 
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Research question 4: does perceived service quality mediate the relationship 
between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and satisfaction? 
Perceived service quality was measured with a performance only approach (Cronin 
& Taylor, 1992) based on a higher education specific HEdPERF scale developed 
by Firdaus (2006a). Based on the empirical results, the most important indicators 
of perceived service quality (Faizan et al, 2016) were the professional knowledge 
of teachers, availability of teachers and administrative staff, adequate 
documentation from teachers, the reputation of the study program and the overall 
service quality of the program. These results are in line with previous researchers 
(Gibson, 2010; Fernandes et al, 2013; Suleyman, 2014; Arrivabene, 2019) and the 
qualitative empirical research results as well. 
The PLS path modelling analysis showed that perceived service quality has a partial 
mediating role between self-determined motivations for studying abroad and 
satisfaction. This finding confirms the importance of the services provided by HEIs, 
and also that perceived service quality can be improved through identifying and 
managing the motivations of international students. 
 
Research question 5: do demographics, personal characteristics and 
personality traits of international students have an impact on satisfaction? 
The PLS path modelling identified a number of demographics, personal 
characteristics that have an impact on the satisfaction of international students, 
however personality traits did not have a significant impact. Confirming the 
findings of Vangelis & Hill (2019), international students who knew more about 
the differences in teaching style between their home country and Hungary, were 
more likely to reach a higher level of acculturation. Students who kept in touch with 
their friends and family on a daily basis also reached higher level of acculturation, 
which seems to contradict the current theories (Berry, 1994; 1997). However, the 
lockdown may have caused this, as international students essentially had to sit at 
home, so family and friends could have been the only option to socialize for a 
substantial period of time. In case international students had to make significant 
sacrifices (Vangelis & Hill, 2019) to be able to study abroad, they were less loyal 
to the host institution. 
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The satisfaction of international students was negatively moderated by the age 
group of the students and it was positively moderated by the academic performance 
of the students confirming the results of Brokaw et al (2004). The additionally 
measured control variables such as gender, financial situation, host country choice, 
prior cultural exposure, study program level, host city, program length and program 
start (pre-COVID / during COVID), time spent abroad and the major study area did 
not moderate the examined relationships. 
 
To sum it up, based on the literature review, a strong connection was expected 
between perceived service quality, satisfaction and loyalty, and also between 
culture shock and acculturation (sociocultural adaptation). The self-determined 
motivations for studying abroad, culture shock and acculturation received less 
attention in the international higher education context, hence it is an important 
finding of the dissertation that these psychological constructs were proven to be 
significantly connected to the well-known marketing constructs of perceived 
service quality and satisfaction. The above summarized results have answered the 
main research question as well: the study abroad motivation construct is an 
important starting point for the study abroad journey, acculturation (sociocultural 
adaptation) is a key host country related construct and perceived service quality is 
a prominent host institution related construct, and all of these have a significant 
impact on satisfaction, which in turn influences loyalty in the higher education 
industry. 
 
4.2.Theoretical and practical contribution 
 
The theoretical significance of the dissertation comprises of three elements.  
On one hand, the literature review of the dissertation is a synthesis for the extant 
literature of study abroad motivations, culture shock and acculturation and also 
service quality, satisfaction and loyalty in the international higher education 
context. On the other hand, the dissertation explored and confirmed new theoretical 
connections between psychological and marketing constructs, proving the 
importance of motivations and cultural elements in international higher education 
research.  
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Secondly, the dissertation expanded the current theoretical framework. The most 
innovative findings of the dissertation are the established quantitative connections 
between self-determined motivations and satisfaction, self-determined motivations 
and acculturation, self-determined motivations and service quality, and finally the 
relationships between acculturation and perceived service quality and satisfaction. 
This is among the first studies connecting these constructs in a single theoretical 
framework, providing a holistic view on the study abroad program satisfaction and 
overall student experience by considering the host country culture factors, host 
institution factors and individual level factors as well.  
 
Lastly, in addition to the new findings of the theoretical framework, the dissertation 
tested the culture shock scale of Mumford (1998), the acculturation (sociocultural 
adaptation) scale of Wilson (2013), the self-determined motivation scale of Yang 
et al (2017), the perceived service quality scale of Faizan et al (2016) and the 
shortened Big Five personality traits scale of Nandi and Nicoletti (2009) in the 
higher education context. 
 
It is important to note that the research was also innovative in a sense that it was 
among the first studies investigating international student behaviour with a complex 
model during a world pandemic, showing that the key connections between 
constructs are maintained even during a nationwide lockdown, while some 
moderating differences disappear. 
 
The practical contribution of the dissertation is the holistic theoretical framework 
that could guide higher education institutions in designing the study abroad 
experience of their international student community.  
 
The model elements could be used as is or modified to fit the circumstances and 
could be filled even prior to enrolment at the host institution, that way the institution 
could learn about the motivations and background ’presage’ of the students and take 
actions accordingly. As emphasized by Vangelis & Hill (2019), it is important to 
understand the background and personal characteristics of international students, 
that way higher education institutions can provide a better study abroad experience.  
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The results also offer practical insights to higher education academic staff, 
international office coordinators and advisors. Based on the quantitative analysis, 
the study abroad motivations, acculturation and service quality are all important 
factors when it comes to the overall experience of international students.  
 
International coordinators and academic staff teaching international students must 
have the required cultural competence, openness and willingness to learn and 
embrace different cultures, so that the international students may personally benefit 
from the experience, and the faculty staff also grows their intercultural knowledge. 
Based on Renn & Patton (2011) higher education institution should provide a safe 
and inclusive environment where international students can thrive. This is 
particularly important during the world pandemic, when it is even more difficult to 
engage students in a fully virtual or hybrid educational model. Institutions must find 
a way to engage and excite international students, enhance their perceived service 
quality, provide professional support (and set an example with its staff) when it 
comes to sociocultural adaptation.  
 
As part of the acculturation support, the institutions could have closer collaboration 
with the HEI’s international student organizations and external advisors as well, 
and also host families could be appointed to increase the interaction between 
international students and members of the host culture. 
 
HEIs must keep in mind that loyal students are their top supporters when recruiting 
international students. Based on the results, HEIs could measure the study abroad 
motivations, experienced culture shock, acculturation and the service quality 
perceptions of their students to understand how they could support their intrinsic 
motivations and acculturation process. By doing so, students will experience higher 
levels of service quality and satisfaction, which will lead to loyalty and international 





4.3.Limitations and future research directions 
 
The research had limitations which are discussed in this section, along with the 
potential directions for new research.  
In spite the PLS path modelling provided evidence for the existence of all of the 
constructs and their interrelationship, the sample size (426 valid responses) does 
not represent the total population of international students in Hungary, hence the 
results cannot be generalized. Nevertheless, the results of the dissertation confirmed 
the examined constructs and uncovered theoretical connections that were not 
hypothesized before in the context of higher education, which adds to the extant 
literature and opens ways for new research directions. 
 
Considering the sample, the quantitative data collection was impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, as the sample consisted of international students who were 
in lockdown in Hungary for at least one year. It would be interesting to test the same 
model during a time when there is face-to-face education or use it to develop new 
scales that are fully adapted for the virtual educational environment. 
 
Another limitation of the study is that in the sample most of the students spent 
already three years in Hungary, which might have resulted in lower accuracy in 
terms of recalling initial study abroad motivations and cultural experiences. It 
would be beneficial to collect a sample of international students who only spent a 
few months in the host country. Also, the quantitative research had only 14,6% of 
the students from Europe and 1,6% from North American countries, so it would be 
interesting to compare the results with a European or North American sample. In 
case of a larger sample collection, the cultural differences of the sender countries 
could be investigated as well and culture specific scales could be developed later 
on. The majority of the respondents received financial support (94,8%) from the 
Hungarian government, so it could be also further explored whether the moderating 
relationships stand or change in case of students without study abroad scholarships. 
The host institutions were not investigated in the current research, so a future data 
collection could collect larger samples from each university to define host 
institution and host city specific indicators. 
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With regards to the constructs of the research model, the main limitation could be 
the measurement of self-determined motivations for studying abroad. Based on the 
results, the amotivation, external and negative introjected motivations did not 
appear significant in the construct, contrary to the expectations, which could be due 
to the pandemic, or that since students already spent years abroad, they might not 
have been able to recall their initial motivations as accurately as they thought. In a 
future research it would be beneficial to collect a longitudinal sample with 
measurement points in the beginning and at the end of the study program (and on a 
yearly basis in case of full-degree programs). 
 
Another construct limitation could be the shortened model of the Big Five 
personality traits (Nandi & Nicoletti, 2009), as it did not yield significant results, 
the full-length Big Five personality traits test could be used based on John and 
Srivastava (1999). 
 
As mentioned in the dissertation, the scope of the dissertation did not intend to 
measure other host country factors such as climate, cost of living, cultural 
differences based on the home country of the respondents. In a future research these 
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Appendix 1: Qualitative interview thread 
 
Warm-up questions 
1. Study abroad program length: 2-12 months 
2. Study abroad program end(ed): e.g. 2017 fall semester 
3. Study abroad faculty: e.g. business, social studies, international relations 
4. Nationality (if dual, which one you consider primary):  
5. Host country: e.g. Hungary 
6. Host university: e.g. Corvinus 
7. English speaking skills: 1-10 (self-rating) 
Open ended questions (with follow-up questions to dig deeper) 
1. Why did you decide to study abroad? (personal, professional motivations, long-term 
goals, why exactly this country) 
2. Did you have any hard decisions to make before going abroad? (relationship, family, 
financial sacrifice, job offer or other promising opportunity). How did you resolve that? 
3. How much have you prepared for your semester abroad? (budgeting, finding a flat, travel 
in the region, learn about the local culture and language, how much preparation is ideal) 
4. How did you feel upon arriving to your host country? (happy, excited, stressed, isolated 
etc. and why, any specific examples, story) 
5. Did this feeling change in the first 2 weeks, first 2 months? (stabilized or became an 
emotional rollercoaster, any specific examples, story)? 
6. What were your most shocking experiences in the host country? (any positive or negative 
examples connected to people, culture, behavior, food, law, rules, lifestyle, stereotypes 
were true/untrue) 
7. What was your most shocking experience at university? (any positive or negative 
examples connected to teaching methods, classes, professors, processes compared to what 
you expected) 
8. Do you think you did well on coping with all these shocking experiences? (Why, why 
not/ how did you do it, what was your „strategy” or what skills you used to get over 
them?) 
9. How did you spend most of your time abroad? (with people, at home, library, classes, 
traveling, other / any specific examples, story)  
10. Do you think your cultural values differed from the experienced cultures? (compared to 
locals, other internationals differed more or less?) Why, why not? (examples, story) 
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11. From who have you got the most support? (home/ host university admin, profs, family, 
friends at home, friends abroad (local, international), other. Which kind of support was 
most needed or not needed at all? (emotional, financial, educational – examples, stories 
for each) 
12. How did you perceive the local culture at the end of the program? (got closer to the local 
culture, understood better, didn’t accept it, felt isolated) Why? 
13. Overall were you satisfied with the host country? (specific example or story) 
14. Would you recommend the host country to your best friend? Why or why not? 
15. How did you perceive the image of the host institution? (what attributes would you use to 
describe it? did any of these encourage/discourage you?) 
16. How did you perceive the reputation of the host institution and study program? Why? 
17. How did you perceive the service quality of the host institution? Please bring stories or 
examples for the following:  
• building, classroom, dormitory, facilities, equipment, library services, class sizes  
• reliability, credibility, attitude, knowledge, approachability, communication of 
professors/program coordinators/student associations 
• ways of teaching, feedback for improvement, grading, fairness of treatment, 
understanding and caring about your personal and professional needs, level of 
proactive support, counseling services, freedom, administrative guidance 
• access to knowledge, information about the program, level of security 
• places/events to socialize, networking or future career opportunities 
18. Overall were you satisfied with the host university? (specific example or story) 
19. If you could start over, would you study again at the host institution? If you wanted to 
apply for a higher degree or a different program, would you consider the host institution? 
Why or why not? 
20. Would you be willing to pay the full-tuition for the same program at the host institution? 
Why? (if no, what would need to change for you to do that?) 
21. Would you recommend the host institution to your best friend? Would you recommend 










Appendix 2: Quantitative research instrument 
 
 
Survey intro for respondents 
 
Welcome to our International Student survey! 
 
The research is carried out within the framework of the Marketing doctoral program at Corvinus 
Business School. The aim of the research is to gain insights on how universities could provide a 
better study abroad experience for international students.  
 
 
The questions are related to your personal experiences such as your initial study abroad 
motivations, cultural adjustment and satisfaction with the services you received at your host 
university during your most recent study abroad experience.  
 
It will take approximately 20 minutes, please answer the questions honestly and to your best 
knowledge. The collected information will be handled anonymously and the results will be 
published only in an aggregated format, keeping your responses confidential.  
 
 
Please use your desktop computer or laptop to fill in the survey. 
 
 
Thank You for improving the experiences of future international students.  
 
 
Let's get started! 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q1 What was your most important intercultural experience prior to your most recent study 
abroad program? 
• I took courses with other international students in my home country (1)  
• I took foreign language courses with native teachers (2)  
• I lived abroad for a longer period of time (3)  
• I had friends, partners or relatives from abroad or living abroad (4)  
• I studied abroad before (5)  
• I already knew local people from the host country (6)  
• I was on vacation(s) abroad (7)  
• I had no intercultural experiences prior to my most recent study abroad program (8)  
• Other intercultural experience (9) 
 
Q2 Was your host country your first choice when you decided to study abroad? 
• Yes (1)  
• No (2) 
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Q3 My age 
• 18 (1) 
• 19 (2) 
• 20 (3) 
• 21 (4) 
• 22 (5) 
• 23 (6) 
• 24 (7) 
• 25 (8) 
• 26 (9) 
• 26+ (10)  
 
Q4 My gender 
• Male (1)  
• Female (2) 
 
Q5 My home country (where I am a resident) is 
• country list dropdown (Qualtrics inbuilt country list) 
 
Q6 My host country where I study (studied) abroad is  
• country list dropdown (Qualtrics inbuilt country list) 
 
Q7 What is (was) the level of your study abroad program? 
• Bachelor (1)  
• Master (2)  
• PhD (3) 
 
Q8 What is (was) your major subject at your host university? 
• Arts (1) 
• Humanities (2) 
• Engineering (3) 
• Computer sciences (4) 
• Life sciences and medicine (5) 
• Natural sciences (6) 
• Social sciences (7) 
• Management (8) 
• Agriculture (9) 
• Other (10) 
 
Q9 Are (were) you a part-time or full-time student at your host university? 
• Part-time (1) 
• Full-time (2) 
 
Q10 Do (did) you receive any grants or scholarships to study abroad? 
• Yes (1) 
• No (2) 
 
Q11 When did you start your study abroad program? 
• 2018 Autumn (1) 
• 2019 Spring (2) 
• 2019 Autumn (3) 
• 2020 Spring (4) 
• 2020 Autumn (5) 
• 2021 Spring (6) 
• Other (7) 
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Q12 How long is (was) your study abroad program? 
• 1 semester (1) 
• 2 semesters (2) 
• 3 semesters (3) 
• 4 semesters (4) 
• 5 semesters (5) 
• 6 semesters (6) 
• 7 semesters (7) 
• 8 semesters (8) 
• 9 semesters (9) 
• 10 semesters (10) 
• 11 semesters (11) 
• 12 semesters (12) 
• 12 + semesters (13) 
 
Q13 How much time have (had) you spent studying abroad already? 
• 1 semester (1) 
• 2 semesters (2) 
• 3 semesters (3) 
• 4 semesters (4) 
• 5 semesters (5) 
• 6 semesters (6) 
• 7 semesters (7) 
• 8 semesters (8) 
• 9 semesters (9) 
• 10 semesters (10) 
• 11 semesters (11) 
• 12 semesters (12) 
• 12 + semesters (13) 
 
Q14 How are (were) your grades compared to other students? 
• Much above average (1) 
• A little above average (2) 
• Average (3) 
• A little below average (4) 
• Much below average (5) 
 
Q15 How is (was) your own financial situation compared to other students? 
• Much above average (1) 
• A little above average (2) 
• Average (3) 
• A little below average (4) 
• Much below average (5) 
 
Q16 Personal factors related to your most recent study abroad program 
 
Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Neutral (3) Agree (4)         Strongly agree (5) 
 
• I am (was) very committed to achieving my study abroad goals (1)  
• I have (had) the ability to succeed in my study abroad program (2)  
• My intercultural skills improved a lot during my study abroad program (3)  
• I broadened my academic knowledge during my study abroad program (4)  
• Prior to starting my study abroad program, I was aware of the differences in teaching 
style between my home country and the host country (5)  
• Prior to starting my study abroad program, I collected an adequate amount of useful 
information about the host university (7)  
• Prior to starting my study abroad program, I collected an adequate amount of useful 
information about the host country culture (8)  
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• My learning style was well-suited to being successful in the academic system of my 
host university (9)  
• Prior to starting my program abroad, I received an adequate level of cross-cultural 
training (10)  
• Prior to enrolment, I only had positive experiences when I interacted with the faculty 
members and coordinators of my host university (11) 
 
Q17 I see myself as someone who 
 
Doesn't apply at all (1)        Somewhat doesn't apply (2)        Neutral (3)         Somewhat applies (4)    
Applies perfectly (5) 
 
• is original, comes up with ideas (1)  
• values artistic, aesthetic experiences (2)  
• has an active imagination (3)  
• does a thorough job (4)  
• tends to be lazy (5)  
• does things efficiently (6)  
• is talkative (7)  
• is outgoing, sociable (8)  
• is reserved (9)  
• is sometimes rude to others (10) 
• has a forgiving nature (11)  
• is considerate and kind (12)  
• worries a lot (13)  
• gets nervous easily (14)  
• is relaxed, handles stress well (15) 
 
Q18 Why did you decide to study abroad? 
 
Doesn't apply at all (1)        Somewhat doesn't apply (2)        Neutral (3)         Somewhat applies (4)    
Applies perfectly (5) 
 
• Because studying abroad is interesting (1)  
• Because it is a pleasure to study abroad (2)  
• Because studying abroad is fun (3)  
• Because I enjoy studying abroad (4)  
• Because studying abroad is meaningful to me (5)  
• Because it is my personal choice to study abroad (6)  
• Because studying abroad is personally important to me (7)  
• Because I strongly value studying abroad (8)  
• Because I want to feel good about myself (9)  
• Because studying abroad boosts my self-esteem (10)  
• Because I want to prove to myself that I am capable (11)  
• Because I want to feel proud of myself (12)  
• Because I don’t want to feel bad about myself (13)  
• Because I would feel like a failure if I didn’t study abroad (14)  
• Because I would feel ashamed if I didn’t study abroad (15)  
• Because I would feel guilty if I didn’t study abroad (16)  
• Because I don’t have any choice but to study abroad (17)  
• Because I’ll get in trouble if I don’t study abroad (18)  
• Because if I don’t study abroad, others will get mad (19)  
• Because important people (i.e., parents, professors) will like me better if I study 
abroad (20)  
• I used to know why I chose to study abroad, but I don’t anymore (21)  
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• I’m not sure, I wonder whether I should continue studying abroad (22)  
• Honestly, I don’t know why I chose to study abroad (23)  
• I once had good reasons for studying abroad, but now I don’t (24) 
 
Q19    The following items ask about your cultural experiences in your host country (related 
to your most recent study abroad experience).  
 
Definitely not (1)      Probably not (2)      Neutral (3) Probably yes (4)        Definitely yes (5) 
 
• Do (did) you feel stressed from the effort to adapt to a new culture? (1)  
• Have (had) you been missing your family and friends back home? (2)  
• Do (did) you feel generally accepted by the local people in the new culture? (3)  
• Do (did) you ever wish to escape from your new environment altogether? (4)  
• Do (did) you ever feel confused about your role or identity in the new culture? (5)  
• Have (had) you found things in your new environment shocking or disgusting? (6)  
• Do (did) you ever feel helpless or powerless when trying to cope with the new 
culture? (7)  
• Do (did) you feel anxious or awkward when meeting local people? (8)  
• When talking to people, can (could) you make sense of their gestures or facial 
expressions? (9)  
• Do (did) you feel uncomfortable if people stare(d) at you when you go (went) out? 
(10)  
• When you go (went) out shopping, do (did) you feel as though people may be trying 
to cheat you? (11)  
• Are (were) you finding it an effort to be polite to your hosts? (12) 
 
Q20    People experience change when moving to a new culture. Such change often involves   
learning new skills and behaviors. Please rate how competent you are (were) at each of the 
following behaviors in your host country (related to your most recent study abroad 
experience). 
 
Not at all competent (1)       Somewhat competent (2)      Moderately competent (3)      Very competent (4) 
Extremely competent (5) 
 
• Interacting at social events (1)  
• Interacting with members of the opposite sex (2)  
• Accurately interpreting and responding to other people’s gestures and facial 
expressions (3)  
• Building and maintaining relationships (4)  
• Adapting my speaking style in a culturally appropriate way (5)  
• Changing my behavior to suit social norms, rules, attitudes, beliefs, and customs (6)  
• Accurately interpreting and responding to other people's emotions (7)  
• Managing my academic/work responsibilities (8)  
• Working effectively with other students/work colleagues (9)  
• Gaining feedback from other students/work colleagues to help improve my 
performance (10)  
• Expressing my ideas to other students/work colleagues in a culturally appropriate 
way (11)  
• Maintaining my hobbies and interests (12)  
• Obtaining community services, I require (e.g. accommodation, healthcare, banking) 
(13)  
• Dealing with the bureaucracy (14)  
• Attending or participating in community activities (15)  
• Adapting to the noise level in my neighbourhood (16)  
• Adapting to the population density (17)  
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• Finding my way around (18)  
• Adapting to the pace of life (19)  
• Understanding and speaking the host country's language (20)  
• Reading and writing in the host country's language (21) 
 
Q21    Quality of services at the host university 
 
Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Neutral (3) Agree (4)         Strongly agree (5) 
 
• Teachers have (had) the knowledge to answer my questions relating to the course 
content (1)  
• Teachers treat(ed) me in a polite way (2)  
• When I have (had) a problem, teachers showed a sincere interest in solving it (3)  
• Teachers show(ed) a positive attitude toward students (4)  
• Teachers communicate(d) well in the classes (5)  
• Teachers provide(d) feedback about my progress (6)  
• Teachers are (were) highly educated in their respective field (7)  
• Teachers adequately provide(d) the materials discussed in the class (8)  
• Teachers adequately provide(d) documentations I require(d) (9)  
• When I had a problem, the administrative staff show(ed) a sincere interest in solving 
it (10)  
• Administrative staff provide(d) caring attention (11)  
• Administrative requests are (were) dealt with efficiently (12)  
• Administrative staff keep (kept) accurate and retrievable records (13)  
• When the administrative staff promise(d) to do something by a certain time, they do 
(did) so (14)  
• Administrative staff show(ed) a positive work attitude toward students (15)  
• Administrative staff communicate(d) well with students (16)  
• Administrative staff have (had) good knowledge of the university systems (17)  
• Administrative staff respect(ed) the terms of confidentiality when I disclose(d) 
information to them (18)  
• Teachers are (were) willing to respond to my request for assistance (19)  
• Teachers allocate(d) sufficient time for consultation (20)  
• Teachers and the administrative staff ensure(d) that they are (were) easily contacted 
(21)  
• Teachers are (were) knowledgeable when responding to my request (22)  
• The university have (had) excellent quality programs (23)  
• The university offer(ed) a wide range of programs with various specializations (24)  
• The university operates an excellent counselling service (25)  
• The university offers programs with a flexible structure (26)  
• The university has a professional image (27)  
• The academic program run by the university is reputable (28)  
• The university’s graduates are easily employable (29)  
• The university has a good image (30) 
 
Q22    Satisfaction with the host university 
 
Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Neutral (3) Agree (4)         Strongly agree (5) 
 
• I am (was) satisfied with my decision to register at this university (1)  
• My choice to choose this university was a wise one (2)  
• I think I did the right thing when I chose to study at this university (3)  
• I feel (felt) that my experience with this university has been enjoyable (4)  
• Overall, I am (was) satisfied with this university (5)  
• I am (was) very satisfied with the services provided by my host university (6)  
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• I am (was) very satisfied with my life in the host country (7)  
• I will continue at the same university if I want to start a new course (8)  
• I will continue at the same university if I want to further my education (9)  
• I will recommend this university to my friends and family (10)  
• I take pride in the fact that I study (studied) at the host university (11) 
 
Q23 Finishing up 
 
I could understand the questions in the survey with... 
• Extreme difficulty (1)  
• Great difficulty (2)  
• Moderate difficulty (3)  
• Slight difficulty (4)  
• No difficulty (5) 
 
 




























Appendix 3: Top international student sender countries of the quantitative sample of the 
dissertation (full list) 
 
Home country Number of respondents Ratio (%) 
Syria 31 7,3% 
Jordan 23 5,4% 
Pakistan 23 5,4% 
India 20 4,7% 
Kenya 19 4,5% 
Brazil 18 4,2% 
China 17 4,0% 
Mongolia 15 3,5% 
Tunisia 15 3,5% 
Viet Nam 15 3,5% 
Kazakhstan 12 2,8% 
Laos 12 2,8% 
South Africa 12 2,8% 
Azerbaijan 11 2,6% 
Indonesia 11 2,6% 
Iraq 11 2,6% 
Morocco 11 2,6% 
Russian Federation 11 2,6% 
Nigeria 9 2,1% 
Angola 8 1,9% 
Iran 8 1,9% 
Albania 6 1,4% 
Bangladesh 6 1,4% 
Colombia 6 1,4% 
Ghana 6 1,4% 
Lebanon 6 1,4% 
Ukraine 6 1,4% 
Ethiopia 5 1,2% 
Kyrgyzstan 5 1,2% 
Not answered 5 1,2% 
Serbia 5 1,2% 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 4 0,9% 
Japan 4 0,9% 
Mexico 4 0,9% 
Republic of Moldova 4 0,9% 
Algeria 3 0,7% 
Egypt 3 0,7% 
South Korea 3 0,7% 
Thailand 3 0,7% 
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Turkey 3 0,7% 
Turkmenistan 3 0,7% 
United States of America 3 0,7% 
Cambodia 2 0,5% 
Ecuador 2 0,5% 
Georgia 2 0,5% 
Malaysia 2 0,5% 
Uzbekistan 2 0,5% 
Yemen 2 0,5% 
Argentina 1 0,2% 
Belgium 1 0,2% 
Israel 1 0,2% 
Montenegro 1 0,2% 
Myanmar 1 0,2% 
Peru 1 0,2% 
Philippines 1 0,2% 
Sudan 1 0,2% 
Switzerland 1 0,2% 
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